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DANIEL DEFOE 


( 1660 — 1731 ) 

Daniel Defoe was known best during his own life as **the 
Author of The True-born Englishman’'^ or “the Author of 
the Review^ Posterity knows him best as “the Author of 
Robinson Crusoe.** Among his contemporaries he had the dis- 
tinction of being the most abused of all writers. Pope reviled 
him in The Dunciad, pretending to believe that he had lost 
his ^rs as well as stood in the pillory; Swift again and again 
referred to him contemptuously as an illiterate scribbler: Whig 
and Tory, Jacobite and Hanoverian, alike slung mud at him. 
He was accused of dishonesty in his business relations, of being 
a secret spy in Government pay. ready at all times to turn 
his coat in order to keep his place, of writing only for pay 
and caring not at all what he wrote. Even in his own day 
no one could say with certainty how much that was attributed 
to him was really his; and on this issue the critics are still dis- 
puting, and will dispute as long as he is remembered at all. 
He was twice imprisoned» and twice pilloried; he became a 
bankrupt, and was haunted by creditors most of his life. He 
made several fortunes and lost them; and, amid many 
mysteries that still attend his career, the last year of l^is life 
remains the greatest mystery of all. For Defoe died in Mding; 
but no endeavour of his biographers has availed to discover 
what or who pursued him. It may even be that he was flying 
only from his own too livelyjmagination. 

Defoe was in his day a mmhant, and he never ceased for 
long to meddle with commercial concerns, over and above his 
writing, which was for him very much a matter of business. 
But he was above all else a writer with an itch to write. He 
could not possibly have stopped writing, even if nobody would 
have paid him a penny for what he wrote. He was more than 
thirty when the first work we know to be his appeared in 
print, and he seems to have published little for six or seven 
years after that But then the spate b^n; and when Defoe 
had onoe set up as an author it was quite^impossible for him 
tfm to stop- He began with political pamphlets, some in 
peose and Mine in verse that is near dogg^ at its worst 
bee has pungency and rises at Ht best into effective, salbe. 
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Me was in his forty-fourth year before he had wntten anything 
more extensive than an enlarged pamphlet. Then, in*1704, he 
made his bow as a journalist, with the famous Review which, 
published usually two or three times a week, he conducted 
practically single-handed for more than nine years. All this 
time he went on writing pamphlets and verses, in addition to 
his journalism; but when he was fifty<-five he had published, 
apart from two collected volumes of his shorter writings, only 
two books of any account — The Consolidator^ a satirical account 
of a journey to the moon which in some ways foreshadows 
Gulliver, and his elaborate History of the Union of Great 
Britain, dealing with the Union of the English and Scottish 
Parliaments, with which he had been throughout the negotia- 
tions very closely concerned. Even then, four years were still 
to pass before the opening of his great period of writlhg. 
Robinson Crusoe, the first of his novels, appeared in 1719,' 
when he was nearly fifty-nine; and within the next six years he 
produced in swifl succession Memoirs of a Cavalier, Captain 
Singleton, Moll Flanders, A Journal of the Plague Year, Colonel 
Jetcque, Roxana, and A New Voyage Round the World, to say 
nothing of his Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain, 
and ^e first volume of his Complete English Tradesman, or 
of a host of minor writings of any and every sort. Moreover, 
through these crowded years he was.still the assiduous journ- 
alist. He conducted a daily newspaper, wrote regularly for 
more than one weekly, and had a finger in many other journ- 
alistic pies. His last years are hardly less crowded with 
writing: up to the moment of the illness which preceded his 
mysterious flight he went on scribbling hard.. It is even 
difficult to believe that he did not die with a pen in his hand. 

An author who wrote so much had no leisure to polish 
what he wrote. But Defoe would not have bettered his 
writing by being at greater pains. He wrote ak the words 
came; without elegance, but with directness, force and sim- 
plicity. His best effects depend upon these qualities: he has a 
siqueme naturalness, an ordinariness of phrasing that makes 
Ida tmy seem truth, and gets rii^t home to his readers. With 
this he has an ordinary mind» so that, whatever extraordinary 
things his characters may do or suffer, they are all ordinary 
peo^ acting or reacting in ways that anyone can immediatdy 
underhand. This if as true ai Roxana, or of Moll Flanders, 
in their most disreputable adventures, as It is of Gnisop on 
his Island, or of any of those real pempfe whose fives Define . 

t o * — or fawtrurt hjf aTliem 
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is no difference between Defoe the reporter and Defoe the 
novelist. His real and his fictitious characters are just the 
same. The Apparition of Mrs, Veal passed for a mastorly 
flight of his imagination till, quite recently, some industrious 
delver found out diat it was all true. 

Defoe's contemporaries called him an illiterate scribbler 
because the wits of the age— Swift and Pope, Addison and 
Prior — Gloved polish, and Defoe had none. The polite world 
of his day despised him, and resented his circulation among 
the vulgar. Their contempt riled Defoe, who liked to think 
himself a man of culture, and was proud of being a wit and 
scholar who knew how to be a ‘‘complete English tradesnian'* 
as well. He hated “fops** and aristocrats who looked down 
their noses at honest commercial gentlemen, and deemed the 
latter of the more use to the country because they lived not 
at its expense but to its gain as well as their own. But he 
wanted his claims to intellectual equality to be admitted. 
There, were only two charges, among the many flung at him, 
that he really resented. One was that he was a mere hireling, 
writing only for bread. The other was that he was illiterate; 
and 1 think the second rankled the more. 

Defoe wrote many people's lives, real or imaginary, but 
never his own, save to the extent to which Robinson Crusoe is 
to be regarded as an allegory of his own experience. But he 
wrote much about himself, not only in his Appeal to Honour 
and Justice, in which he defended himself against his critics, 
but also in his journalism, which he was constantly seasoning 
with personal allusion and anecdote. A good part of an 
autobiography could be pieced together out of his own words; 
but it would not tell the whole story. For one vital part of 
the story could not be fully told at the time, though even 
then much of it was half known. Defoe was for many years, 
first probably under William 111 and certainly later und^ 
Anne and George 1, a political agent in the Government's pay; 
and estimates of him as a man, and of his honesty as a writer, 
turn largely on what is made of this aspect of his crowded 
career. me say at once one thing about what I make 
of it After a fairly extensive study of his writings, I fed 
confident that he never wrote a word against his convictions, 
Amigh he often edited for the press other men's writings with 
wl^ he did not agree, and kept out of his own writings 
things that he would have said if he had fdt free to speak* 

^ hb whole miniL Few profeasiofid journalists, 1 think, can 
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But before wc come to Defoe the journalist, something must 
be said of his earlier career. Daniel Foe — the “De” is of 
his own adding — was born in 1660, the son of a London 
butcher who was an active Dissenter. He was meant for the 
ministry, and educated at a Dissenting Academy in Newington, 
where he ffeturned later to live in a substantia! house of his 
own building. But he felt himself unsiiilcd for the ministry, 
though he lemained a staunch Dissenter all his life; and instead 
he was apprenticed to a merchant who dealt in hosiery and 
wine, exporting the one and importing the other. His time 
out, he set up for himself as a hosc-factor m 1685, became a 
City liveryman in 16S8, and failed m business in 1692, partly 
by his own fault, but also partly because of losses due to 
the w'ar. In 1694 he received a small Government post as 
accountant to the Commissioners of the Glass Duty, and kept 
it till the duty w'as abolished in 1699. Meanwhile, he had 
become secretary and manager to a company which set up a 
brick and pantile factory at Tilbury — a new branch of the 
manufacture designed to rival the Dutch. This lasted till 
1703, when his imprisonment ruined his business — or so he 
explained his severance from it. Thereafter, although he en- 
gaged from time to time in commercial speculations, especially 
in his latter years, his business career was over. He lived 
mainly by writing, and by serving the Government as a secret 
agent. 

Defoe had achieved fame as an author two years before he 
published the pamphlet which brought him into conflict with 
the law. Until 1701 he was merely one of a host of pamph- 
leteers on the Whig side, devoted to the “glorious Revolution” 
of 1688 and the cause of Protestantism, though he had already 
written one book which posterity ranks among the best of 
his secondary works. His Essay on Projects, published in 
1698, foreshadows much of his later economic and social 
writing. It has often been praised for us anticipations of 
reforms which were long in coming, for its enlightened outlook 
on women’s education, and for its plain common sense amid 
the darkness and confusion of the times. But it W'as not much 
noticed by his contcmporjtrics. Nor did his vigorous con- 
troversial pamphlets against the practice of Occasional Con- 
formity do more than embroil him with his own friends, the 
Dissenters; for even those who were not prepared, in Defoe’s 
ov^Ti phrase, “to play bo-peep with God Almighty” resented 
his action in writing openly against those who were, on the 
ground that what he said might strengthen the hands of the 
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“High-flyers” (the High-Church Tories) in procuring more 
drastic penal laws against Dissent. Defoe found fame, not 
by solemn argument, but by satire, through The True^horn 
Englishman, which is undoubtedly by far the best of his verse. 

The True-born Englishman was a political squib, in defence 
of “Dutch William" and his foreign favourites at C'ourt. 
John Tutchm, in The Foreigners, and many others had sought 
to rouse their countrymen against the King's foreign friends. 
Defoe retorted \Mth an etfcctiNe exposure of the Englishman’s 
own mongrel antecedents 

A true-born Englishman's a contradiction. 

In speech an iron>, in lad a lidion. 


and 


The silent nations undistinguished fall. 

And Englishman's the common name of all 
Fate jumhied them U^gether. Ciod knows how ; 

Whalc'cr lhc> were, Ihev'rc true-born I nglish now 

At this, and much more like it, the true-born Einglishman 
knew how to laugh. And the satire brought Defoe King 
William’s favour, so that, till his death the following year, 
the poet had clearly some degree of the King’s confidence, 
and was his adviser in more than one commercial and political 
scheme. Perhaps, indeed, the connection had begun earlier, 
while Defoe .still held his minor oflicial post. Whether or no, 
there is no reason to doubt his repeated assertions that he was 
on terms of trust and service with William III during the last 
years of his roign. But the King's death ended that, and 
ended too the immunity from prosecution which printers and 
authors had for the most part eiijoyed under his rule. 

It will be remembered that, when Royal Anne became our 
Queen, the Vicar of Bray hastened to turn Tory. The press 
was kept busy with “High-flying” pamphlets; and the Dis- 
senters felt themselves in imminent danger of a renewal of 
severely repressive measures. Dr. Sachevcrcll preached his 
“Oxford” sermon against them; and Bills for suppressing 
Dissenting conventicles and academics and for the rigid 
exclusion of Dissenters from all forms of public office were 
everywhere under discussion. Into the very midst of the 
prevailing excitement the “Author of The True-born English- 
man"" flung forth his pamphlet. The Shortest Way with the 
Dissenters. 
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The Shortest Way was anonymous — on the face of it, the 
work of the highest-flycr of all the Church of England covey. 
It advocated, in so many words, not repressing the Dissenters, 
but exterminating them— stamping them out till no such thing 
as a Dissenter should be left in the land. Defoe’s aim was, 
by invoking the help of irony, to laugh the persecutors out 
of court. He earned their doctrine to a ridiculous extreme; 
but, instead of raising a laugh, as he had done with The True- 
born EnffUshman, he had the misfortune this time to be taken 
seriously. Tory High-flycrs lauded his work from the pulpit 
—and then discovered that The Shortest Way was a hoax. 

The true-born Englishman has a sense of humour; but it 
does not embrace irony. In England a man is ironical at his 
peril. What Butler met with w'hen he .published The Fair 
Haven, Defoe had to encounter over The Shortest Way. For 
there are few things so infuriating as to be the victim of a 
joke one has not seen. Nearly everybody was rabid against 
Defoe; for his Dissenting friends could appreciate his irony 
as little as his Tory enemies. The Tones, however, had more 
immediate power to hurt him. He was prosecuted for a 
seditious lit^i, shut up in Newgate, and in due course sen- 
tenced to be lined and imprisoned, and to stand in the pillory, 
where it was hoped all parties would unite to pelt him with 
stones and rotten eggs. 

But the ironist was not left wholly without friends. John 
Tutchin, known as Observator from his newspaper, and a 
fellow-pamphleteer, did see the joke, and organised a Whig 
mob to protect him from the missiles of the Tories — his Dis- 
senting critics, as sober citizens, not being addicted to the 
throwing of rotten eggs. Moreover, Defoe entered into the 
spirit of the occasion with his Hymn to the Piliory, written from 
Newgate and hawked as a broadside among the crowd that 
came to watch his exposure. His humiliation was turned into 
a popular triumph — for the moment. Nevertheless, hauled back 
to prison with a prospect of prolonged conhnement before 
him, ruined in business and still pursued by his creditors of 
ten years before, out of credit with the Dissenters and hated 
invcteratcly by the Tories, Defoe was in no position to glory 
overmuch in turning the tables on his adversaries. By his 
owm testimony he was in despair; and out of his despair came 
the negotiations which procured him, within a few months, the 
Queen's pardon for his ''offence” and a new role as the con- 
fidential agent of Harley and, through Harley, of the Covem- 
ment itself. 
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Defoe’s relations with Harley, which long remained obscure, 
have been partly cleared up by the publication of his corres- 
pondence found by the Historical Manuscripts Commission 
among the Portland Papers. Defoe was enlisted in Harley's 
service, with Lord Godolphin's approval and the Queen's, to 
report on the state of opinion in the country, to build up a 
body of local correspondents who would inform him of 
currents of feeling in each area, and to mflncncc opinion as 
well as to sound and record it. But he was not asked— that 
is plain from the correspondence —nor did he undertake to 
do anything against his own convictions. For a long time 
past Defoe, despite his capacity for embroiling himself, had 
been essentially a “moderate," deprecating violent quarrels 
between parties and seeking a tolerant pacification that would 
secure the Protestant succession on a foundation of “live and 
let li\c." This suited Maries, who was himselt a friend to 
the Dissenters, and Ciodolphin, who saw in political 
assuagement the best hope of retaining power for him- 
self and Marlborough and the Whig-cum-Protcstant interest. 
Defoe's post with the Government was as honourable as 
any part in the secret service can be. Indeed, his record 
over the next few years fully vindicates his honesty — for 
he freely criticised (he Government in print on many 
matters, even while he was drawing its pay. He attacked 
its measures against the Dissenters, which Harley no doubt 
disliked as much as he. But he also freely criticised the 
terms of the Treaty of Utrecht, and ventured on other 
occasions to dissent publicly from the policy of his official 
paymaster. 

What Defoe wanted from the Government was a regular 
office, such as he had enjoyed previously under William III. 
But, though the hope of this was again and again held out 
to him, he had to make the best of irregular subventions 
through Harley, cither from that astute politician’s own pocket, 
or, more probably, from the secret service funds. Before long 
he went touring England on his mission of sounding and 
influencing opinion, especially among the provincial Dissenters, 
whom he sought to turn to moderate support of the Govern- 
ment for fear its fall might let in something worse. Already 
he was taking an interest in the affairs of Scotland, where the 
question of Union with England was being hotly discussed. 
In 1706 Harley sent him to Scotland as a secret agent, to 
mingle with the Scots without revealing his mission, to 
register and to mould opinion, and to lend a hand, out 
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of his commercia] knowledge, in drafting the economic terms 
of the Act of Union. 

There can be no doubt that Defoe, posing usually as a 
merchant on the look-out for commercial openings, did his 
work in Scotland well. During the next few years, first as 
Harley's agent and later as Godolphin’s after Harley’s fall 
from office, he was in Scotland most of the time; and he did 
many things there besides his official work on behalf of the 
Government. All this while, despite the extreme badness of 
communication by road — of which we hear a great deal in 
his letters— he managed regularly to bring out his Review in 
London. He had established it in 1704, at the same time 
as he entered into the Government’s service; and it was doubt- 
less run with the aid of Government money, for Defoe is 
emphatic that it never paid its way. Part of the time he 
published it also in a special Scottish edition; and after he 
had dropped this he conducted for a time a Scottish news- 
paper of his own — the Edinburgh Courant. Beyond all this, 
he found time to pour out from the press a stream of 
pamphlets, to write The Consolidator and his elaborate History 
of the Union, and to make numerous journeys about the 
country and keep in touch with a host of correspondents 
upon political affairs. Of course he must have had ” ghosts” 
to help him do all this— at the least a faithful ”man Friday” 
to take charge of his affairs in London when he was away. 
But whatever hands helped him with his journalism, there is 
no reason for supposing that any hand but his wrote the 
numerous books and pamphlets that went out from him 
during these years, or that he failed to keep full control over 
any of his numerous affairs. He was assuredly sincere in 
his protest that he had never accepted dictation from any 
source about what he should write, or shown Harley any of 
his writings with a view to censorship before they were put 
into pnnt. 

Nevertheless, being a secret agent is an equivocal business, 
especially when the agency is only half a secret. Defoe’s close 
relations with Harley were, almost from the beginning, pretty 
widely known, though their exact nature was not; and accord- 
ingly the worst construction was put upon them by Harley’s 
political opponents — Whigs and High-flyers alike. Nor was 
Defoe himself immune from the efiects of his employment. 
He developed a habit of mystification beyond the need; and 
this never left him afterw'ards. Indeed, it grew upon him in 
later life, till, in the words of his son-in-law, Henry Baker, 
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he had become a man \^ho loved “to hide himself in mists,” 
and was quite incapable of giving a plain relation of hi$ own 
affairs. This foible had, however, its literary compensations; 
for without it he would hardly have written with so astonishing 
a semblance of reality the histones oi‘ Moll Flanders, or 
Roxana, or Robinson Crusoe himself. 

As long as Harley or Godolphm remained in office, Defoe's 
position was assured: for he was far too Naluabic un agent 
for them to lose, whatever liberties he might venture to take. 
His taste for irony did, indeed, threaten to get him again 
into serious trouble in 1713, when, despite his connection with 
the Government, he had a second short spell in gaol. This 
was over his “Hanover" pamphlets, of which the hrst, Reasons 
against the Succession of the House of Hanover, was seriously 
mistaken for a Jacobite tract, though it was m fact an ironical 
exposition of the absurdity of the Jacobite case, and it is very 
difficult to understand how anybody ever managed to mistake 
its real meaning On this occasion Harley, suspect himself of 
coquetting with the Pretender, nevertheless speedily got hts 
indiscreet employee the Queen's pardon, and his jcsl was 
forgiven, even if it was not appreciated. But in the next year 
Harley fell from office; and the accession of the Whigs and 
George I landed him in the Tower, under a charge of treason. 
Defoe was let alone; but his irony, and his association with 
Harley, had offended the Whigs: his protector and his employ- 
ment were gone. 

The Review had ended before that, in 1713, killed by the 
newspaper stamp tax imposed in the previous year; and 
though"Tor a time Mercator took us place, Defoe was only a 
regular contributor, and not the responsible proprietor of the 
new venture. Mercator, in which he strongly pressed the case 
for freer trade, ended in 1714, and left him without a regular 
journal, though he conducted for a time Hurt's Flymz Post. 
To top his misfortunes, he fell seriously ill, in the midst of 
writing his Appeal to Honour ami Justice, in which he set 
out to defend his political conduct and incidentally provided 
his biographers with a great deal of material to record and 
to quarrel over concerning his career. At one point, his life 
was despaired of ; but he got better, and began to look about 
him for a new way of earning his living, on the assumption 
that his career as a Government agent was over and done with. 

In all probability it is to this break in Defoe's career that 
we owe Robinson Crusoe and the rest of his romances. True, 
he began his new career as a writer apart from politics not 
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with a story, but with a highly moral and instructive manual 
of conduct, after the pattern of many Puritan manuals of the 
previous century. It is difficult now, despite enlivening pas- 
sages here and there, to recapture the quality that made 
Defoe's Family Instructor^ for a century and more, close neigh- 
bour to the family Bible in the parlours of the devout. It 
is as dead as mutton now. save as an historical document. 
But that it was very much alive until well on in the nineteenth 
century is proved by its many editions and by its ubiquity in 
the second-hand bookshops even to-day. 

The Family Instructor was probably written while Defoe was 
sick, and minded to be a saint. Many will reckon his next 
action as a sign of renewed health. In 1715 he became 
involved in another prosecution, for criminal libel against the 
Farl of Anglesey, a prominent leader of the “Hanoverian 
Tones," and an active mover in the proceedings against 
Harley. Defoe was released on bail: sure that he would be 
convicted, he first absconded, and then threw himself upon 
the Government's mercy, offering his services to it as a loyal 
Hanoverian, who had nevertheless friends in the opposite 
camp, and was well equipped for keeping the Government 
informed about what was toward. The sequel was the accept- 
ance of his offer, and his re-enlistment, far more secretly than 
under Harley, in the public service. In 1716 we find him 
rc-cstablished as a journalist, writing regularly for a news- 
paper, Mcrcurius Politicus, over which he had, however, no 
absolute or exclusive control, and, presumably, drawing again 
a .salary of some sort from the secret service funds. 

It would not be fair to pass to this new phase of Defoe's 
career without recording that, both before and after his new 
appointment, he exerted himself energetically on behalf of his 
former patron. In The Secret History of the White Staff and 
in other pamphlets he did his best to defend Harley against 
the charge of treason, and to put his conduct in a favourable 
light. That Harley seems not to have appreciated his help 
does not alter the fact of Defoe's loyalty, when loyalty could 
not possibly pay. 

T^ nature of the services expected from Defoe by the 
Government was not made fully plain until 1718, when he 
entered into a formal arrangement. As a secret agent, he was 
to connect himself with the Jacobite press, to write and edit 
for It, with the purpose of keeping its expressions of opinion 
within moderate limits. Apart from his connection with the 
openly moderate Merewius Foliticus^ Defoe began to write for. 
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and soon to edit. Mist's Weekly Journal, the leading Jacobite 
organ, and to contribute to other Tory and Jacobite papers, 
seeking to suppress contributions that were plainly seditious, 
to modify offensive expressions against the Government and 
the dynasty, and to guide the Jacobites towards reconciliation 
with the new order— alw^ays without betraying his purpose, or 
openly changing the character of the papers for which he 
wrote. From time to time, despite his endeavours, seditious 
articles would slip in; for Mist did not give his editor absolute 
control. But on these occasions Defoe was able more than 
once to save Mist from the consequences of prosecution, to 
exact guarantees of moderation, and to persuade the Govern- 
ment to let the case drop— still without betraying his position 
as a Government agent The affair ended, as such things 
will, in a quarrel, when Mist discovered what Defoe had been 
about. But their connection lasted in all for seven years; and 
when It was over Defoe was able to go on playing the same 
role for two >cars more as editor of Apphhecs Weekly Journal, 
another Tory organ of a complexion somewhat less pro- 
nouncedly Jacobite. Indeed, for four years, from 1720 to 
1724, Defoe wrote for both Mist's and Applehee's, and at the 
same time conducted a succession of journals*of his own. In 
1718 he founded the Whitehall Evetnnp: Post, which he sold in 
1720; but meanwhile he had founded, in 1719, the Daily Post, 
over which he kept his control till 1725. Then, in 1726, 
something happened — we do not know precisely what — to 
sever Defoe's connection with popular journalism for good 
and all. Possibly it was a full exposure of his relations with 
the Government: more probably a cessation of the Govern- 
ment payments that made such journalism worth his while. 
He seems to have come back to journalism, as contributor to 
and perhaps as editor of the Whig Political State of Great 
Britain, on Abel Boyer’s death in 1729. But. apart from 
that doubtful exception and a few occasional articles, he wrote 
no more for the papers after 1726. 

This record of Defoe's activities as journalist and secret 
agent has taken me on far beyond his “ arrival’* as a great 
teller of stories. From 1715 to 1718 he had been writing 
pamphlets with almost incredible activity— the list of works 
that are probably his runs to thirty-three in 1715, fourteen in 
1716, twenty-six in 1717 and thirteen in 1718. But then, in 
1719, appeared the two narrative volumes of Robinson Crusoe; 
and he was instantly established as pre-eminent in a new field. 
The publishing “pirates,” from wliom be had suffered before 
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— over The True-born Englishman^ for example — instantly 
attested his popularity with a flood of unauthorised and 
abridged editions. Robinson Crusoe became immediately a 
popular classic; and so it has remained ever since. 

Having found the new vein, Defoe, despite all his journalistic 
preoccupations, was prompt to develop it. In addition to the 
Serious Reflections of Robinson Crusoe, which only quarners in 
Defoe's biography can bear to read, 1720 gave the world 
Captain Singleton, with its romance of piracy and its delightful 
Quaker (Defoe had known William Penn well, and had several 
times assumed the character of a Quaker in his political 
writings), Duncan Campbell, forecasting his later pre-occupa- 
tion with magic and the supernatural, and, most important. 
Memoirs of a Cavalier, In 1721, apart from journalism, he 
was almost silent; but in 1722 came Moll Flanders, Colonel 
Jacque, and A Journal of the Plague Year. His publications in 
1723 do not count; but then, in 1724, came Roxana, and the 
first volume of his Tour, and in 1725 the second volume of 
the Tour. A New Voyage Round the World, and the first 
volume of The Complete English Tradesman. 1726 com- 
pletes the Tour, and adds The Political History of the Devil 
and A Svstem of Magic. 1727 brings the rest of The Complete 
English Tradesman, A General History of Discoveries in the 
Useful Arts, and The History and Realitv of Apparitions. 1728 
adds Augusta Triumphans and ^ Plan of the English Commerce, 
and also Captain Carlcton, if that be Defoe's, as 1 incline to 
think It is. Then at last the flood turns to a trickle, and there 
is nothing more of note till The Compleat English Centletnan, 
which was stopped in the press m 1730, and left unfinished 
at the author's death in 1731. 

Apart from The True-born Englishman, and perhaps The 
Shortest Way with the Dissenters, most people nowadays know 
nothing of Defoe's that was WTittcn before Robinson Crusoe. 
Hts works, for most readers, mean Robinson Crusoe and the 
stories and narratives which followed it during the next few 
years. Defoe’s great literary following and reputation rest on 
these products of hts latter years. Nor is the verdict unjust, 
from the purely literary standpoint. Defoe was a great 
political journalist and a great occasional pamphleteer. But 
it is of the nature of most political journalism and of most 
pamphleteering not long to outlive the occasion. Literary 
journalism can, witness The Spectator; and so can journalism 
in which politics is mingled inextricably with more durable 
and personal impressions — witness Rural Rides. But most of 
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Addison, or of Swift, and most of Cobbctt. is dead to the 
reader of to-day; and so is most of Defoe’s journalism, even 
at its best. Arguments die: only personality, and the human 
story, go on living for ever. 

Defoe, then, lives by his stories — by Robinson Crusoe most 
of all, and thereafter by Roxana, by Moil Flanders, by Memoirs 
of a Cavalier, and by the Journal of the Plague Year. 
Robinson Crusoe comes first, but what next? Opinions differ. 
To-day, the Cavalier and the Plat>ue Year are for highbrows 
only, or at the most do not go beyond the middle-brows. 
Moll Flanders Roxana, however — especially Moll Flanders 
— have also a second public. You can find them, in a dress 
that shamefully suggests obscenity, cheek by jowl with 
Aristotle's Works and other salacious morsels, in shops where 
“high-class rubber goods" rub cheeks with vigour-restorers to 
reinforce the energies of “weak men." Inevitably, this second 
blossoming invites a doubt. Was Daniel IXToe, I)isscnter and 
pious author of The Family Instructor and other elevating 
works of piety, also a conscious purveyor of pornographic 
delights? Did he moralise only with his tongue in his cheek, 
and write his Lives of Jack Sheppard, Jonathan Wild, Captain 
Avery, and other notorious malefactors, his fictions about 
Moll Flanders and The Ladv Roxana, and the moral reflections 
of Robinson Crusoe, only to conceal his own immorality and 
screen his prurience behind a show of moralising? 

The answer, 1 am sure, is that he did not. The Family 
Instructor is writ serious; and when Robinson Crusoe moralises, 
the reader is meant to take his pious reflections to heart. 
The repentance of Moll Flanders and of Roxana is meant in 
all seriousness: there is no consciousness of hypoensy in the 
author’s mind. Other times, other manners; and what 
attracts by its exceptional frankness now was then only a 
serious representation of what was written in levity by a host 
of other writers. Defoe is no more "frank " than Congreve, or 
Wycherley, or Aphra Bchn; but he meant to point the moral, 
where they were content merely to adorn the talc. He was, 
no doubt, fully conscious that it is more interesting to read 
about vice than about virtue, and quite ready to play op his 
readers’ desire for sensation and the amorous macabre. But 
there was no insincerity about his giving his stories of crime 
and passion and mere mercenary pandering to^lust a moral 
twist. The underworld, which he had met with in Newgate 
and in the Mint as prisoner, as fugitive from his creditors, and 
then as journalist, interested him and stirred his fancy. He 
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knew it, and how to write about it; but he regarded it in all 
sincerity as evil, and meant to make it so appear. If Moll 
Flanders has become a conte sale to many of its modern 
readers, that is not Defoe's fault. He was as outspoken, and 
as reticent, as his contemporaries: his work outlives theirs in 
popular appeal, because of its abounding realism. His readers 
of to-day may skip his moralisings; but he meant them to 
be read and taken to heart. 

It is true that Defoe had an illegitimate child, plus seven 
legitimate. Wordsworth had one too. It is true that you 
can read Moll Flanders as a “filthy book,” and enjoy it so, 
if your taste runs that way. It is true that for many years 
Defoe played an equivocal part, acting the Government spy 
upon the Jacobites, and concealing his receipt of public money 
under the cloak of the honest journalist, deeply maligned by 
his inveterate enemies. It is true that a sensitive character 
could never have sustained such a part. But Defoe was not 
sensitive. He was coarse-grained — even, if you will, a little 
vulgar. He did enjoy, as well as reprehend. Moll Flanders; 
and, 1 am not ashamed to say, so do 1. He did do things 
which, to-day, no decent man could do, and continue to deem 
himself honest. But it is ridiculous to judge men out of the 
standards of their time. After all, Defoe was no more a hired 
scribbler than Swift; and he stuck at least as close in his 
writings to w'hat he really felt and believed. 

This IS not an exculpation, but plain justice. For Defoe 
has been dubbed “rogue,” both in his own day and subse- 
quently, far oftener than he deserves. He was, I feel sure, 
far less a rogue than St. John, or Harley, or Marlborough, 
or even Swift. As for his public life, it was of the times, 
dusty; but not dustier than the rest. At any rate, he stuck to 
two principles through all his troubles and— whoever paid 
him for what he wrote — to toleration and, what goes with 
it, the desire to appease violent political or religious passions. 
He was a Dissenter without hostility to the Church; for he 
regarded the Church's security as an essential shield against 
Papists and Jacobites. He was a Whig, who was ready to 
steer a middle course with the moderate Tories — or a Tory, 
ready to join hands with the moderate Whigs. But he was a 
moderator and a conciliator only on the basis of preserving 
certain fundamentals in which he believed. As a young man, 
he joined Monmouth's rebellion, and was lucky enough to 
escape JelTreys's vengeance. He joined the Prince of Orange 
Iti 1688. All his moderation was based on preserving the 
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Revolution settlement intact. On that point he never com- 
promised. If Harley had dealings with the Pretender, Defoe 
had not. 

Yet, about all this, who really cares? What matters is that 
Defoe wrote Robin wn Crusoe and, much less, that he wrote 
Moll Flanders and the Journal of the Plaf^uc Year, Having 
largely created English journalism, he went on to create the 
English novel. For, in truth, there were no novels before 
Defoe's — no naturalism in story-tellmg, no attempts to create 
in fiction the sense of reality in the reader's mind. Defoe 
achieved at one blow this realism— so thoroughly that even 
to-day no one can quite tell what in his books is based on real 
happenings and what is sheer invention. That docs not 
matter: nor does it matter whether this achievement was the 
outcome of supreme literary art, or craftsmanship, or of the 
lack of it — as Boswell's faults made his Life of Johnson the best 
biography ever written. The accomplishment is Defoe's, what- 
ever lies behind it; and the inheritance is ours. We can afford 
to be grateful for it, highbrows and lowbrows together; for 
Defoe appeals to both. 


DEFOE’S ENGLAND 

Defoe’s Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain is 
one of those books which many quote, but few read. Almost 
every social or economic history of the eighteenth century 
makes some reference to it; and there arc half a dozen passages 
from it that everybody knows, x But to the best of my belief, 
apart from short extracts and two popular reprints of special 
sections, there had been no re-issue of the book since 1779 
until I reprinted it in 1927. It is not included in any of the 
collected editions of Defoe’s writings, and even the quotations 
from it arc mostly mere copyings and recopyings of a very 
few familiar passages. 

At first sight, this is surprising; for the book was very 
popular in the* eighteenth century, and it is to-day both read- 
able and of great value to the student of eighteenth-century 
England. No one is likely to accuse Defoe of a passion for 
accuracy, or of hesitation in allowing his lively invention to 
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supply the gaps in his knowledge. But, with all his capacity^ 
for romancing, he was a highly competent observer, with a 
very keen eye for significant facts, and a point of view which 
makes his observations exceptionally valuable and interesting 
to the modern reader. For he was essentially a man of the 
transition from the old to the new order, and the things he 
looked for on his journeys were by no means those which 
appealed to the ordinary tourist of his day or of our own. 
For “antiques” he had something of scorn; he liked towns 
which excelled not in the “tumbledown picturesque,” but in 
good, clean, well-built modern houses; he liked a countryside 
full of corn and cattle, rather than of views and romantic 
wildness; and, above all, his interest was always in the present 
rather than the past. Not that he was unable to appreciate a 
fine old building, or a “view” which conformed to his sense 
of beauty. But these were not the things he was in search 
of, and he gave them but a passing mention. What really 
interested him was the state of the country m a social and 
economic sense. Wherever he went, his first concern was to 
find out all he could about the social habits of the people, the 
products, the industry, and the trade and commerce of the 
various parts of the country, and to form some estimate of 
thcii contributions to the wealth and well-being of Great 
Britain as a whole. 

For some readers, this preoccupation with the affairs of 
trade and commerce will doubtless detract from the interest 
of Defoe’s Tour. Indeed, the eighteenth century itself seems 
to have thought that he had overdone the commercialism of 
hts observations. The later editions revised by other hands 
than Defoe's, steadily whittled down the economic and com- 
mercial information, and replaced it with more accounts of 
“gentlemen's seats,” more touches of the picturesque, more 
glimpses of antiquity such as Defoe had deliberately left out 
of his book. 

In fact, the Tour was not a guide-book; but the eighteenth 
century chose to treat it as one. In the successive editions 
through which it passed, the revisers so maimed and re- 
fashioned It that by the ninth and final edition, the original 
spirit and plan were quite lost in the mass of excisions and 
accretions. I'hcre was little of Defoe left in it, by the time 
Samuel Richardson and other editors, of a temper very different 
from the original author's, had done their worst. 

Moreover, the Tbur, treated merely as a guide-book, grew, 
despite the frequent botchings, more and more out of date. 
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It was first revised and “brought up to date” in 1738, more 
than a decade after its original appearance. The process of 
amendment was repeated in 1742, 1748, 175*1, 1764, 1769, and, 
finally, 1778 and 1779. But a description of British conditions 
as they were in 1724 6 was obviously quite inadequate as a 
basis for a description of Britain in 1779 or at any later time. 
The changes weie far too numerous and too fundamental to 
be incorporated in any mere revision of Defoe’s text. The 
Tour had, for a guide-book, an extraordinarily long life: as a 
guide-book, it waned and perished, for the Britain of the 
rising Industrial Revolution needed, and found, fresh inter- 
preters of its own. But, in its original conception, it was 
not a guide-book in any ordinary sense; and that is why it 
is alive and important to-day. 

This record of the Tour's adventures explains why it dropped 
out of print; but it docs not explain its long neglect in our 
own day. It was not worth while to tinker again with the 
already mangled edition of 1779; but it has long been well 
worth while to reprint the original edition of 1724 6. For, 
if wc have no use for Defoe revised as a variant on Murray 
or Baedeker, wc can make great use of Defoe unrevised to 
tell us what England was really iike^n the early eighteenth 
century. 

On such a quest, we could hardly fall into better hands. 
For Defoe had both an extraordinarily wide knowledge of 
the country, and an intimate and first-hand acquaintance with 
its economic and* commercial organisation. He docs not, 
indeed, pretend to have made at any lime precisely the “cir- 
cuits'* or journeys which he describes in his book; and there 
is no doubt that he borrowed freely from guide-books and 
works of reference m supplementing what he knew by direct 
observation. He certainly had as little scruple in writing about 
places td* which he had never been as in composing the 
Memoirs of a Cavalier^ or the Journal of the Plague Year^ or 
in issuing, despite his confinement in Newgate at the time, 
his narrative of the Great Storm, What he says can never be 
taken, on points of detail, as nccessanly first-hand and un- 
impeachable evidence, unless wc have reason to be quite sure 
that he had actually visited the scenes which he describes. 
And, with Defoe, it is extraordinarily difficult to be quite 
sure. This is half the secret of his skill. 

This, however, matters very little. For what wc want from 
Defoe is not an accumulation of accurate details, but a general 
and correct impression. This h^ was undoubtedly in a very 
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good position to supply. We know that, during his years of 
secret employment in the Government service, he travelled a 
great deal over most parts of the country. In all probability, 
there were few places of importance which he did not at some 
time visit. And his general accuracy is confirmed by the very 
small number of definite and ascertainable mistakes into which 
we know him to have fallen. 

Fully as important as Defoe's wide knowledge of the country 
is his no less wide familiarity with trade and commercial 
affairs. In the course of his career, he was himself both a 
trader and merchant and an industrial employer on a con- 
siderable scale. It has often been brought up against him 
that he failed in business, both as a hose-factor in London 
and as a brick and lilc manufacturer at Tilbury. But this is 
hardly fair, not merely because he never, after he had once 
tasted authorship, gave undivided attention to business, but 
because at least one of his failures was at any rate in part 
due to his imprisonment for writing the Shortest Way with the 
Dissenters, and may well have been independent of any business 
cause. Indeed, if we can believe his word, he had repaid to 
his creditors, out of the profits of his tile business, the entire 
£17,000 which had been owing after his first failure, before 
his imprisonment brought his second venture down. There is 
no reason to believe that Defoe was an incompetent business 
man, though he certainly loved a speculative flutter, and 
probably fell into the vice of “over-traing” on an inadequate 
capital when he was engaged as a hose-factor in London. 
His warnings against this error in the Complete English Trades-- 
man have, at any rate, a distinctly personal ring. The main 
trouble was, not that Defoe did not understand business, but 
that his first and most real interests were in other parts of 
his work. 

Apart from his direct experience as merchant and employer, 
Defoe had an exceedingly wide knowledge of commercial 
conditions. The Plan of the English Commerce and the Com- 
plete English Tradesman are both really vigorous and intimate 
pieces of economic writing; Mercator and that astonishingly 
good periodical, the Review, of which he wrote every word 
himself, are abundant store-houses of economic information 
and pointed comment. It is not necessary to contend that 
Defoe was a great original economic thinker, or above the 
current commercial prejudices of his time. He was not. But 
he was an exceedingly good observer, a most acute critic, 
and a man of astoni^ngly wide economic and commercial 
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knowledge, of which the Government, under both WilUam 
HI and Amne, often availed itself to excellent advantage. 

It is, then, primarily as a guide to social and economic 
conditions that Defoe's Tour is important. It is an invaluable 
picture of the state of Great Britain about midway between the 
“Glorious Revolution” of 1688 and the period of the great 
inventions which we arc used to call the “Industrial 
Revolution.” For such a picture Defoe had just the right 
upbringing, interests, and experience. He was a Dissenter and 
a tradesman, brought up in that middle walk of life of which 
he so often and so loudly sung the praise. He was acutely 
“middle-class conscious,” to use a modern term The pros- 
perity of Britain, he believed, was bound up indissolubly with 
that of the trading and trafficking classes to which he belonged. 
His scorn of “poor, decayed borough towns,” which returned 
members to Parliament and served to keep the trading interest 
subordinate in the nation's counsels, was worthy of a Man- 
chester cotton spinner a hundred years later. He was indeed 
prepared to give due respect to the “nobility and gentry,” 
but only on condition that they should requite him by behaving 
themselves as true gentlemen, and giving due respect to his 
own class His praises were all for the solid virtues of the 
rising bourgeome: he looked askance at the loose diversions 
of the rich, and wrote a whole book, the Compleat English 
Gentleman, at least half in order to prove that the respectable 
merchant or tradesman was the best gentleman after all. 

Yet Defoe was certainly no mere Puritan in the ordinary 
sense. He wrote, indeed, such books as the Family Instructor^ 
full of sage moral precepts for the use of his own class. But 
he is as the poles apart from, say, John Bunyan's Life and 
Death of Mr. Badman, to which some of his writings bear a 
superficial resemblance. For Defoe is very much a man 
of the world, and his point of view is that of the newer 
moderate and tolerant Dissent which was gaining ground with 
the rapid advance of the trading class in wealth, power and 
social prestige. He represents, with singular accuracy, the 
mental outlook of the middle classes in the early eighteenth 
century, the direct precursors of the men who made, and 
were made by, the Industrial Revolution a generation or two 
later on. 

The picture which such a man presents of the Britain of 
his time is naturally coloured by his outlook and interesU 
and cannot be accepted without qualification as complete. 
But it is probably less one-sided than any other picture made 
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at the time would be likely to be. If it exaggerates, at certain 
points, the growth and importance of trade and commerce, 
the effect is at most only to anticipate a little, and not to 
distort; for the forces which Defoe describes were rising 
rapidly at the time when he wrote, and represented essentially 
the con^^ng power in the national society. Behind and under- 
lying the woild of Pope and Addison was a new w'orld of 
lHH4r}^eois habits and culture, which, still insignificant politically 
even after 1688, wa^ swiftly building itself up into the most 
creative influence in the nation. Fine Society had already 
recognised and largely assimilated Sir Josiah Child and the 
magnates of city commerce and finance. But behind these 
giants was the using host of “complete tradesmen” who, too 
numerous to be assimilated, were destined in time to assimilate 
society itself to their own habits and ideals. 

The Tour, then, shows us Britain through a tradesman's 
eyes. But that tradesman is not merely an exceptionally keen 
observer, but also, for all the haste of his writing, one of the 
first masters of modern English prose. For a plain tale there 
is no one like Defoe. His is not a literary English, but a plain, 
half-colloquial, way of speech, which suits well the purpose 
of his Tour, His writing is always simple and to the point. 
True, he digresses often and at length, as the fancy takes 
him. But he always comes back, and, in a few vivid sen- 
tences, tells us of every place just what we need to know in 
order to get a clear vision of its commercial quality and 
standing. 

What is the impression conveyed by this spirited picture 
of the condition of Great Britain two centuries ago? It is, at 
first sight, somewhat startling, especially for those who have 
learnt from the text -books to date the beginning of England's 
industrial greatness from the mechanical changes of the latter 
eighteenth century, and to regard the England of the days 
before the Industrial Revolution as a placid agricultural 
country in which the wool industry alone possessed substantial 
economic importance. Defoe, indeed, is no agriculturist, and 
has little to tell us of the nKthods of tillage and relatively little 
of the march of agricultural improvement. He has a keen eye 
for good corn -lands, fat flocks and herds, flourishing orchards 
and hop-gardens, and all the manifestations of rural wfealth. 
But he is not an expert, and there is nothing in his work that 
enables us to compare his observations with those of Arthur 
Young half a cantury later. In agriculture, as in industry, 
it is mainly the commerdal side of things that attracu his 
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observation. He never misses a corn-market or a fair, or 
omits to tell us how and v^herc the food products of the 
various districts find their markets. But there his interest 
usually stops short; and almost his only comments on agricul- 
tural methods, as distinct from results, are his account of 
the conversion of downland to arable by the folding of sheep 
on the hill-sidcs between Winchester and Salisbury, and his 
reference to the use of turnips in fattening the Sii^olk cattle 
for the London market. Usually, he coQtents himself with 
telling his readers that the husbandry is good or bad, without 
entering into the how it is done 

industrially, too, it is the sale and marketing of the product 
rather than its manufacture that commonly attracts his atten- 
tion. He does indeed desen l>e the lead-mining of Derbyshire; 
but he only records the commercial importance, without giving 
any description of the working, of the iron-works of Sussex, 
the tin and copper mines of C ornwall and Cumberland, the 
coal mines of South Wales and the North-Eastern Counties. 
He IS not an industrialist, but a tradesman, and always his test 
of economic growth and prosperity is the number and wealth 
of the merchants rather than the si/c or extent of the industrial 
undertakings. He is, however, always concerned to record the 
employments of the common people; and in this especially 
his work IS valuable as presenting by far the clearest picture 
of the distribution of industries and occupations two hundred 
years ago. 

In his account of the Sussex iron industry, indeed, Defoe 
makes one notable false prophecy. After speaking of the 
‘’prodigious expense of wood” for the furnaces, he alludes to 
the current fears of the impending exhaustion of the supply. 
“ I must own, however,” he adds, “that I found that complaint 
perfectly groundless, the three counties of Kent, Sussex, and 
Hampshire . . . being one inexhaustible store-house of timber 
never to be destroyed, but by a general conflagration, and able 
at this time to supply timber to re-build all the Royal Navies 
of Europe.” Rebuilding the Royal Navies would have been a 
light task in comparison wjth keeping the Sussex iron furnaces 
supplied; and within a short time the iron industry was 
migrating rapidly from Sussex in search of fresh woodlands. 
Only the introduction of coal as a fuel for use in all processes 
of the iron trades .saved the woods of England from complete 
destruction through the development of the metal industries. 
We may, however, forgive Defoe this mistake in a matter 
on which he had no pretension to be more than a casual 
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observer. His conclusion was natural enough, though it was 
entirely wrong. 

Next to corn, sheep and cattle, the wool industry in its 
various branches naturally bulks largest in his account. For 
the manufacture of woollen goods was beyond dispute the 
pre-eminent industry of eighteenth-century England. Defoe’s 
description of the cloth trade of the West Riding has been, 
perhaps, more often quoted than any other piece of writing 
about economic conditions. His accounts of the cloth trade 
in other areas are less well known, but quite as important. 

If the wool and worsted trades occupied a pre-eminent 
position, they were by no means alone in having reached a 
considerably advanced stage of economic development. 
Already, most of the coalfields with which we are familiar 
to-day were at least beginning to be worked. Northumberland 
and Durham, which chiefly supplied the London market, were 
much the furthest advanced; but in Yorkshire, Lancashire, 
Cumberland, and the Midland Counties, as well as in Wales 
and Scotland, the coal industry had already assumed a con- 
siderable magnitude, and coal was of account for industrial 
as well as for domestic use. The iron trade was growing in 
importance, not only in the old Sussex iron district, but in 
Yorkshire, Derbyshire, and other Northern and Midland 
counties. The lead mines were being developed, not only 
in Derbyshire, but in Wales, Yorkshire, and Scotland, in 
addition to the old workings in the Mcndips and in Cornwall. 
The Cornish tin and copper mines, and the copper mines of 
Wales and Lancashire, were increasing their output to keep 
pace with the growth of “battery” works and other metal- 
working establishments. The salt-mining industry was pros- 
pering as the trade in fish developed. The free^stone quarries 
of Portland and Purbeck had greatly expanded with the 
growth of fine building. This extractive group of industries 
came next in importance to the wool and worsted trades, and 
absorbed a large and growing mass of wage-labour. Manu- 
factures of metal goods were already settled round Sheffield, 
for the tool and cutlery trades,, and round Birmingham, 
especially for the lighter wares. Newcastle was also developing 
as a centre for the making of heavier metal goods. Ship- 
building was a flourishing industry, especially in the southern 
parts, which were still well supplied with building timber from 
the forests of Kent, Sussex, and the neighbouring counties. 
The glass and bottle trades flourished in London, Bristol, 
Stourbridge, Newcastle, and other centres. 
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Most of these trades, and many others which Defoe notices 
in the course of his survey, were of course still corned on 
mainly on a quite small scale. But there were some very 
considerable establishments; and from ihcir very nature most 
of these industries vvcrc organised definitely on capitalistic 
lines. The miner or non-worker, the shipwright or battery 
worker, the bottle-maker or paper-mill operative, was definitely 
a wage-labourer, working under capitalist discipline in an 
establishment belonging to an employer. The “domestic 
system,*’ of which we ha\e heard so much as the precursor 
of the modern factory system, was not only never universal, 
but applied only in part even to the textile industries to which 
It was for the most part confined I or a large section of 
the industrial workers, though the factory unit was smaller, 
the discipline was already not vastl> different from that whose 
coming w'c arc apt to associate with the Industrial Revolution. 

Indeed, it is even easy to misinterpret Defoe’s famous 
account of the organisation of the woollen industry in the 
West Riding of Yorkshire Commentators have often written 
as if Defoe had described the country round Halifax as a 
paradise of prosperous artificers, each earning a good com- 
petence by the sale of his own products in the market at 
Leeds or Halifax, owning no master and treating no man 
as servant. 

In fact, Defoe’s own picture is widely different from this. 
“At every considerable house,” we are indeed told, “was a 
manufactory or work-house,” with its little stream of water 
to supply its needs; but we are also told that “among the 
manufacturers’ houses arc scattered an infinite number of 
cottages or small dwellings, in which dwell the workmen who 
are employed.” In these cottages the women and children 
were busy combing, spinning, and carrying out other simple 
preparatory processes; but the men were employed, and at 
any rate some of the weaving, as well as the dyeing, bleaching, 
and' finishing processes, were executed, not in the workman’s 
cottage, but in the workshop attached to the house of the 
manufacturer, ‘in fact, Defoe’s West Riding manufacturer 
was not an independent craftsman so much as a small 
employer of labour, the scale of whose productive operations 
was still limited by the absence of power-driven machinery. 

The difference between the cloth trade of the West Riding 
and of the South-Western counties was not that, in Yorkshire, 
capitalism and wage-employment did not exist, but that there 
the small employers enjoy^ a high degree of independence 



30 


PERSONS AND PERIODS 


and a direct access to markets for the sale of their goods» 
whereas, in the West Country, though more weavers and other 
craftsmen worked in or about their own homes, most of them 
were virtually in the employment of larger capitalist clothiers, 
who owned the materials and saw to the marketing of the 
products. The latter system was in a sense the more 
capitalistic; but the former lent itself more readily to trans- 
formation under the influence of machinery into capitalism of 
the modern type. Under both, the mass of the operatives 
were practically wage-workers. 

. A careful reading of Defoe's Tour is, by itself, enough to 
show that much that has been written about the ''domestic 
system” is based on a misunderstanding of the facts. Every- 
where, save in the West Riding, weaving was largely an urban 
occupation, and the work which chiefly occupied the villagers 
was the simpler labour of preparing the yarn for the weaver. 
This simpler labour was, indeed, cveryw'here carried on in 
the Workers' homes, and formed a most important auxiliary 
source of income, throughout the w'oollcn districts, for the 
families of the agricultural labourers as well as of the crafts- 
men. The making of stockings, before the great development 
of the new frames, of gloves and of bone-lace, and the straw- 
plaiting of Bedfordshire, are other examples of "domestic** 
industry properly so called. But weaving and other skilled 
processes were already partly carried on in workshops, and in 
the strict sense many of the dyeing and finishing processes 
were never really "domestic** at all. The workshop, if not 
the fully de\ eloped factory, had a very important place in 
the economy of England before the Industrial Revolution. 
And, of course, not only mining and quarrying, but also most 
branches of metal work, never admitted of any "domestic 
system'* at all. 

The famous figures of Gregory King, estimating the popula- 
tion and the occupations of the people at the end of the 
seventeenth century, have often been quoted in order to 
show the overwhelming preponderance of agriculture over 
industry at that time. In fact they show nothing of the sort. 
Gregory King does, indeed, estimate the number of artisans 
and handicraftsmen, with their families, at only 240,000, 
whereas he gives the number of labourers with their families 
as 1,275,000, and that of cottagers and pau^rs as 1,300,000. 
But a large mass of industrial employment is really included 
under the last heading; for by artisans King means skilled 
workers following a dehnite trade. Not roerclj the spinner 
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and the lacc-makcr, but also the miner and the quarry- worker, 
are presumably counted as “labourers" or “cottagers" rather 
than as “artisans." 

There 1$ accordingly nothing inconsistent between Gregory 
King's enumeration and the cons.d:rable mdiisttial develop- 
ment which, onl> thiriv scars later, Defoe's descriptions seem 
to imply. To ask what was the disinbution c»f the people 
between industry and agneultiue before the Industrial Re- 
volution IS to pose an unansvserable qiicst'i>n. There was no 
clear division bclwcen the agricuituial and the industrial 
population Agneulliiie was douhtlcsi still by far the greatest 
of all cmplov merits. The woollen industry followed next, and 
then there was a very hrg gap. But the total enployment in 
the rising industries of mining and melal-vvork must have been 
already very considerable 

If Defoe presents a picture of substantial industrial produc- 
tion and activity, that only confronts us with another problem. 
How was this rapidly growing mass of commodities trans- 
ported To this point he returns agiain and again, especially 
when he is discussing his favourite theme ol the vast impor- 
tance of the London market in the economy of the entire 
nation. Here, once more, our text-books are apt to offer 
us a misleading account of the actual situation. One would 
often suppose, from what they say, that it was nearly impossible 
to move any large quantfty of heavy goods for any considerable 
distance until the canals and the turnpike roads had tem- 
porarily solved the problem under pressure of the urgent 
needs created by the Industrial Revolution. That, in the latter 
part of the eighteenth century, the growth of industry was 
sorely hampered by defective transport is a fact well known 
and beyond dispute. But earlier generations were by no 
means so helpless or so apathetic in dealing with their problems 
of transport as either the diatribes against bad roads, or 
the praises of new turnpikes and canals, sung by their 
descendants would lead us to suppose. 

Defoe's narrative is, indeed, one in which the difficulties 
of transport are by no means left out of the account. He 
comments strongly on the bad state of the roads in the Mid- 
lands and in the South-Eastern counties. He dwells, again 
and again, on the difficulties and the expense of long-distance 
land carnage. He tells us of rivers silted up, and of ports 
gone to ruin from that cause. The provisioning of the London 
market presents itself to him as, above all, a problem of 
the organisation of transport, and he explains the growth or 
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decay of towns largely in terms of their good fortune in the 
matter of facilities for the carriage of their goods. His 
accounts of the Suffolk turkeys walking to the London market, 
and of the loss of weight by fat cattle performing the same 
operation, are well known, and have often been quoted. 

But. while transport was a terribly difficult problem for the 
men of Defoe's day, it was by no means, in his view, either 
insoluble or unregarded. His account of the river navigation 
of England, and especially of the Eastern and Midland 
counties, is impressisc, and gives large credit to the successful 
attempts at improvement by the deepening of river-beds, the 
preset Nation of channels, and even the making of new cuts — 
the forerunners of the canals. The barge traffic by river was, 
of course, at the best extraordinarily slow and circuitous. 
But there is no doubt of its \ital importance, or of the sub- 
.stantial achievements of river improvement in coping with the 
diflicult problem of transporting heavy goods. The volume of 
commodities needing transport was steadily and rapidly in- 
creasing Eiroughout the eighteenth century. The inland parts 
of England, especially in the Midlands, were being steadily 
and rapidly developed. And, until the coming of steam power 
presented a problem of heavy transport of coal and iron which 
imperatively demanded new means, the improvement of the 
navigable rivers at least did a great deal towards keeping 
pace with the growing need. 

On the subject of roads, too, Defoe is illuminating. That 
the turnpikes began away back in the seventeenth century we 
arc all aware; but Defoe's estimate of the great improvements 
which they had already brought about by his time contradicts 
the popular view that nothing much was done to improve 
the roads until the Industrial Revolution was in full swing. 
Standards, of course, changed; and what seemed to Defoe a 
vast improvement appeared to his successors a generation or 
two later almost less than nothing. The problem which the 
men of the Industrial Revolution had to face was vastly greater; 
and the huge growth of traffic in their day made what had 
been done seem very insignificant beside what needed doing. 
But something had been done in Defoe's day; and in relation 
to the problems of his time it was not insignificant, but full of 
promise. 

A glance at any old **Road Book'* of the early eighteenth 
century will show, indeed, how great the problem was even 
then. I have two before me as 1 write — John Senex's im- 
proved Ogitby of 1719, and John Owen's of 1736. In both. 
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what stands out is the extent, even on important lines of 
communication, of unenclosed roads — in other words, of mere 
open tracks leading across the countryside. Almost every 
considerable route included, even in 1736, long stretches of 
unenclosed track. The turnpikes still covered only a tiny 
mileage; and, in the winter at least, heavy road transport 
was impossible over long distances, and m any case so expen- 
sive as to give water-carriage, wherever it could be made 
available, an incontestable advantage. Nevertheless, some- 
thing was being done, even in Defoe's day; and the state of 
the roads was improving and not, as later grumblers were 
disposed to allege, already getting worse. The position was 
bad enough; but the growing need for improvement was 
already evoking a response. 

Of the progress of shipping itself DcftH: has little to say. 
At every port he gleans what information he can about the 
ships belonging to the local merchants, the countries to which 
they trade, and the nature of their outward cargoes and 
“returns.” But of the ships themselves he tells us little, 
though he takes careful note of the mam shipbuilding centres, 
such as Yarmouth and Ipswich on the Fast Coast, famed for 
strong building, Shorcham, which builds “neat” ships, the 
other South Coast centres, and the Tyne, famous for its 
colliers. 

But, if he tells us little of the ships, he says much of the 
ports and their commerce. He writes fully, of the decline of 
Southampton, whose trade, like that of many other ports, 
has been eaten up by London; the decay of the Ipswich coal 
trade; the great commercial importance of Bristol, especially 
in the West Indian trade; the extraordinarily rapid rise of 
Liverpool, and its flourishing commerce with the North 
American plantations; and the growing enterprise of the 
Glasgow merchants, who have developed a system of land 
transport to the Firth of Forth, and opened a depot at Alloa, 
in order to get easier access for their imports from America 
to the London and continental markets. Wc see, side by side 
with the growth of the great new commercial ports, the con- 
tinued importance of those smaller ports which serve the 
adjacent manufacti^ing areas; and we realise how, before the 
coming of good internal transport, a large number of widely 
diffused small ports was essential in order to carry off the 
produce and manufactures of the country to the main centres 
of population both at home and abroad. 

And so we are led to London, by far the greatest port and 

B 
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the greatest market of all. Defoe is always insisting how every 
part of the country makes its vital contribution to the pro- 
visioning of the Metropolis. He never forgets to note what 
goods arc earned from each port or fair to the London market, 
or to celebrate the importance of London as the pivot on 
which the whole productive system of the country turns. 
Foreign commerce, indeed, is important, especially in relation 
to the woollen manufacture. But for all the trade in food- 
siuflTs London is pre-eminent as the great market which' it 
takes a whole country to supply w'lth the means of life. 

When he describes London itself, he is astonished at its 
bigness, and its ccuitmual increase. He takes his readers a 
journey round this— by eighteenth-century standards — vast 
urban agglomeration, extending from Deptford to Vauxhall 
south of the Thames, and from Westminster to Limehousc on 
the north — a total circuit, he proudly exclaims, of more than 
thirty-live miles. And even so he has left out Chelsea and 
Knightsbridge on the west, and Poplar, Black wall, and Green- 
wich on the cast, though they arc practically continuous with 
London proper— to say nothing of all the growing suburbs 
north and south of the city. 

Again and again, Defoe dwells on thi astonishing growth 
of London. It has, he believes, fully a million and a half 
of inhabitants within the limits he has assigned to it, and niany 
more if the suburban districts arc included. And, every 
year, this huge population is rapidly increasing. Defoe, no 
doubt, greatly exaggerated the populousness of the London 
of his day; but he was right in his broad conclusions 
about It, even though his figures were a long way wide of the 
mark.' 

Nor is he less eloquent on the subject of its growing wealth. 
Wherever he goes around London, he finds substantial houses 
of the citizens springing up in great numbers, from the magnifi- 
cent mansions of ennobled financiers like Josiah Child'$ son, 
who became Lord Castlemain, to the pretty villas of merchants 
and tradesmen of the lesser sort, who have either retired from 
the City or maintain a summer residence in the country as 
well as a house in town. Croydon and Carshalton and many 
other places on the south, Stratford, Leyton, Walthamstow, 
Woodford, and many more on the north, are full of good new 
houses, handsome and large, all the habitations of wealthy 
citizens of London, la 1724, the year in which the first 


> Sec page 63. . 
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volume of the Tour appeared, we know that Defoe built 
himself a substantial new house at Stoke Newington. 

In these, as in all the triumphs of trade and commerce, 
Detoc feels a real satisfaction. He pauses, indeed, to lament 
the late “Bubble,** which brought many worthy citizens of 
wealth to ruin, though he himself is said to have done well 
out of it by skilful speculation. But, on the whole, he has 
reason to be well pleased with what he tind^ — ample evidence 
of rising wealth, prosperity, and standards of comfort and 
social consideration, among the class to which he hjm.scir 
belongs. 

So much for what I mav call the “economics’* of Defoe’s 
Grand 7 our. A few words, finally, about its relation to the 
rest of his work. The book belongs, with the other writings 
most closely allied to it. to the last period of his life. Nearly 
all his most enduring work was written when he was round 
about sixty years of age. Before writing the Tour, he had. in 
the fiNc years between 1719 and 1724, produced in quick 
succession Robinson Crusoe, Duman Campbell, Memoirs of a 
Cavalier, Captain Sinf*leton, Moll Ilamters, Journal of the 
Plat^ue Yea/, Colonel Jaiquc, and Roxana, to say nothing 
of a host of minor writings Then came the firs,l volume of 
the Tour, followed by the two parts of the Complete ICnfflish 
Tfihlesman m 172.^ and 1727, and by the Plan of Enttlish 
Commerce in I72.S. This was really his last important work; 
and he died in 1731 at the age ol about se\enly. 

These last three books therefore represent the gIcaning#Df a 
busv life, in the course ofwhiwh Defoe had repeatedly travelled 
up and down the country, and come into contact with all 
sorts and conditions of men. They bring together the results 
of many years’ obser\ations. and of ceaseless journalistic 
writing about the affairs of trade and commerce. They arc 
unlike anything else in the language in the diversified and 
authentic picture of social and economic conditions which they 
offer to the reader. 

The difference appears plainly if the Tour is contrasted 
with other writings of a similar kind. And there is one 
comparison in particular which it irresistibly provokes. In 
1714 there appeared the first volume of A Journey through 
England, in familiar Letters from A Gentleman Here to His 
Friend Abroad. A second volume followed in 1822, and A 
Journey through Scotland in 1823. These books, which almost 
certainly suggested to Defoe the plan of his own Tour, were 
written by John Macky— -like Defoe an agent employed in the 
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secret service of the Government, and on his own behalf an 
enterprising projector of commercial schemes. Defoe un- 
blushingly borrowed a good many particulars from Macky’s 
book; but far more significant than their resemblances are 
their points of difference. Macky’s style is not unlike Defoe’s, 
without its peculiar pungency; his Journey is readable, and by 
no means devoid of social and economic information; yet, in 
its general effect, it is as far apart from Defoe’s work as* 
chalk from cheese. In his journey through Yorkshire, 
Macky makes no reference at all to the cloth trade; he dis- 
misses Lancashire, except Liverpool, as not worth seeing; and 
even in his account of the south-western counties the wool 
manufacture is only casually mentioned. Instead, there is 
more description of gentlemen’s seats, of scenery, and of 
places of public resort. In short, Macky’s volumes are a 
guide-book, whereas Defoe’s present a social picture. 

In another way, Defoe’s book provokes comparison with 
the later Tours of Arthur Young, and with Qjbbett’s Rural 
Rides, But both these are concerned more with the country 
than with the town, and Cobbett’s especially is far more a 
political commentary than a bare description. Doubtless 
Defoe, like Young and Cobbett, had an axe of his own to 
grind. His object was to sing the praises of British commercial 
prosperity, and to glorify the trader and merchant for their 
successful services to themselves and to the public. But this 
was only secondary. Defoe’s primary purpose was to make a 
book that would sell, and direct propaganda formed no part 
of his plan. When he knew, he just described; when he did 
not know, he copied or invented a plausible account; and 
usually he knew enough to make his inventions approximate 
to the truth. He might not have hesitated to distort the facts 
if distortion had suited his purpose and he had seen his way 
to make it sound like truth. But he had no reason to distort 
the facts, and generally it is fairly safe to believe what he 
says, with only a reasonable scepticism upon points of detail. 

It is no part of my aim in this essay to discuss the still 
unsolved enigma of Defoe’s personality. Was he a rogue, or 
an honest man? When did he mean what he said, and when 
was he writing merely for his public, or with his tongue in 
his cheek? It is a fascinating problem; but it does not arise 
in connection with this particular book. For, here at least, 
there was no call for irony; and writing for the public happened 
to be consistent with writing the truth. 

Here then 1 leave the Tour, making for it no extravagant 
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claim as a work of exceptional genius, but rather suggesting 
that its very plainness and the prosaic purpose it was designed 
to serve give it a special value as a work of historical record: 
It is well written, in clear quickly-moving sentences that make 
it elasy and pleasant reading. That is all Defoe tried to make 
it; but, as long as men are interested in the past, that should 
be enough to give it an appeal. 

Bibliographical Note 

Daniel Defoe’s Tour through the Whole Island of Great 
Britain was first published in three volumes, which were issued 
by G. Strahan of Cornhill, in association with a number of 
other booksellers. The first volume appeared in 1724 and the 
second in 1725; the third is mentioned as “published this day’’ 
in the ^advertisement columns of Mist's Weekly Journal on 
August 13, 1726. This seems to fix the date, which is given 
as 1726 in both Lee’s and Dottin’s bibliographies. But in 
every copy purporting to be a first edition that I have seen 
(including, besides my own and the copy from which the 
present^ reprint is made, those in the British Museum, the 
Bodleian, the Goldsmiths’ and the London Library), while the 
first and second volumes are dated 1724 and 1725, the third 
is dated 1727. Unless a copy dated 1726 can be proved to 
be somewhere extant, I can only assume that the first edition 
of the third volume, though published in 1726, bore the date 
“1727” on the title-page. 

Lee, in his bibliography, mentions a second edition of the 
complete work as appearing in 1727. This, if it exists, I have 
never seen; and 1 doubt if it ever existed, save perhaps as a 
binding up of the original volumes. At all events, a Second 
Edition, so described on the title-page, was issued in 1738, 
by J. Osborn, S, Birt, D. Browne, A. Millar, F. Cogan, J. 
Whisten and J. Robinson. It is described as embodying “very 
great Additions, Improvements, and Corrections, which bring 
it down to the beginning of the year 1738.” “A Gentleman” 
is still given as the author; but the^ Preface makes it plain 
that all the changes are the work of a different hand. This 
Second Edition is also in three volumes. 

A Third Edition, this time in four volumes, appeared in 
1742, printed for J. Osborn, S. Birt, D. Browne, J. Hodges, 
A. Millar, J. Whisten, and J. Robinson. This edition was 
again substantially revised, and the sections dealing with the 

^See Note, page 174. 
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Northern Counties and Scotland considerably expanded. The 
editor is believed to have been Samuel Richardson, the 
novelist. 

A Fourth Edition appeared in 1748, a Fifth in 1753, a Sixth 
in 1746, a Seventh in 1769, an Eighth in 1778, and a Ninth, 
the latest I can trace, in Dublin in 1779. Further revisions 
were made with each re-issue, except the last; but the general 
form of the work remained unchanged. All editions after the 
Second were in four volumes. Defoe’s name, as that of the 
original author, first appeared on the title-page of the Seventh 
Edition, which also states that the work was at one time 
revised by Samuel Richardson. 

Of all these issues, the first alone is Defoe’s. T)^ later 
editors not only added, but also excised a great deal that he 
had written; and the effect of the changes was not merely to 
bring the book up to date (which was very imperfectly done) 
but to alter its character. 


TOWN LIFE IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

Here sit poor I, with nothing but my own solitary in- 
dividuality; doing little, and suffering no more than 1 have 
often suffered; hearing nothing that I can repeat; seeing 
nothing that 1 can relate ; talking, when I do talk, to those 
whom you cannot regard, and at this moment hearing the 
curfew which you cannot hear . — Johnson to Mrs. Thrale 
from Lichfield (July 26, 1775). 

A small country town i^ not the place in which one would 
choose to quarrel with a wife; every human being in such 
places is a spy . — Johnson to Dr. Taylor (Sept. 3, 1763). 

Why do men live in towns? One reason is “Because they 
like it”; and there are 'towns which appear to exist only for 
this reason. But the great majority of men cannot simply 
follow their inclinations in deciding where to dwell. They 
have to earn their livings, and to take up their habitation 
where their business lies. Most towns, in modem times at 
any rate, exist because they serve an economic end; and 
accordin^y their character reflects the forms and needs of the 
dominant economic system. 



TOWN LIFE IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 39 

In eighteenth-century England there were pleasure-towns, 
such a^ Tunbridge Wells and Cheltenham and, above all, 
Bath. There were seaside holiday resorts, such as Scarborough, 
and later in the century Margate, Brighthelmstone, and Wey- 
mouth; for this was the age in which the fashionable world 
discovered sea-bathing in addition to popularising the inland 
spas. There were cities and towns, such as Exeter and King's 
Lynn and Stamford, that, apart from their trade, were noted 
for the number of gentlemen who had good houses in and 
around them. There were decayed boroughs, such as Win- 
chelsea and Great Bedwyn, that seemed to have no reason for 
existing at all. There were, finally, cathedral towns, such as 
Wells and Johnson’s Lichfield, that owed most of their impor- 
tance to the church, and clustered, almost in medieval fashion, 
about the Close; and there were, hardly less ecclesiastical 
in tone, the ancient university towns of Oxford and 
Cambridge. 

But most English towns in the age of Dr. Johnson owed 
the greatest part of their wealth and activity to some form of 
trade. There were, first of all, market towns, any number of 
them, scattered over the entire face of the country, and serving 
the surrounding villages as centres of exchange. Thither the 
rural producer brought many of his wares to sell, either 
directly to the consumer, or to a middleman who would carry 
them away to some greater market. And thither the country 
dweller, too, came to buy, either from stalls or booths in the 
market-place, or from regular shops. For in eighteenth- 
century England every town, even the smallest, already had 
some shops; and their number and importance increased 
steadily and rapidly as the century advanced. Markets and 
fairs were indeed far mpre important then than now; and 
most towns had a regular market once or twice a week. The 
poorer people dealt not at the shops, but in the market; but 
in or near most market towns there were enough of the richer 
sort to keep at least some shops alive. 

The shops flourished especially in those market towns which 
served a countryside well filled with seats and villas of the 
gentry. Stamford, for example, where Robert Owen served 
his apprenticeshij» as a linen-draper, was a famous shopping- 
centre throughout the century. Guildford, where, the old 
clothing trade had almost completely disappeared, was 
another; and, indeed, towns of this sort, which lived largely 
by supplying the gentry, were scattered thick ai^d fast over 
most of southern England. No one who glances through one 
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of the old Road Books of Cary or Paterson will take long to 
discover that gentlemen’s seats” were regarded as the most 
important feature of the eighteenth-century landscape, or that 
every road in the south was studded with them. The number 
of these country houses increased very greatly as the century 
advanced; for it was a great time for building. But they were 
plentiful throughout Dr. Johnson’s age; and the latter half of 
the century was especially fertile not only in mansions for 
noblemen and successful merchants, but also in eligible villa 
residences for the lesser gentry. 

Many market towns in the south were places of little trade 
apart from this lucrative business of supplying the gentlefolk 
with provisions and draperies, and catering for their more 
occasional needs of travel and amusement. If the town stood 
on a main road, it would have at least one tolerable inn, over 
and above the alehouses and lesser “publics” which drove a 
thriving trade on market days. At this inn there would 
probably be a local Assembly Room, which could be used for 
balls, dinners, and other entertainments, and would some- 
times house a troop of players — for there were regular theatres 
only in the larger towns. If the place was a borough or the 
county town, and accustomed to contested elections, it would 
almost certainly have two rival inns, used as headquarters by 
the contending parties. But some boroughs, where the repre- 
sentation was virtually owned by a single landlord, or put 
up to the highest bidder by a close corporation, were not used 
to election contests, and recked little of political affairs. One 
inn, in addition to the many public houses, might serve their 
needs. 

Other market towns in the south were much more than 
mere shopping centres for the surrounding gentry, and for 
the country folk on market days. For they were also the focus 
of a vigorous industrial life. The west of England, especially, 
was full of little towns which lived chiefly by their activities 
in the woollen trade. These were industrid towns long before 
the coming of the Industrial Revolution, which indeed to a 
great extent stole their industry away. The growing com- 
petition of the Yorkshire manufacturers, who were under- 
cutting the old-established products by new methods of produc- 
tion and with cheaper and less durable goods, thou^ much 
complained of, had not yet prevented the growth of the 
industry in east or west; for the total demand was expanding 
rapidly with the increase of foreign markets. The western 
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on this trade and industry the life of their towns was chiefly 
based. 

These west-country towns were not merely centres for 
buying and selling, but active hives of manufacturing industry. 
The rich merchant clothiers, whose chief business was trade, 
were mainly concentrated in the larger towns, such as Exeter 
and Taunton. But in each smaller town — ^Bradford-on-Avon, 
Devizes, Witney, Malmesbury, Honiton, Axminster, and a host 
of others — ^there were gathered the actual producers of woollen 
stuffs. For whereas spinning of wool was at this time carried 
on by unskilled labour, chiefly that of women and children, 
scattered among innumerable villages all over the country as 
well as in the towns, weaving was for the most part a skilled 
urban occupation. The weavers had little or no connection 
with the land, though they might help at harvest time; and 
they were mainly gathered together in towns and large villages 
that were far more urban than rural. Wool-combing, too, 
was a highly skilled and highly paid urban occupation, even 
more concentrated in the larger centres than weaving. Wool- 
combers, and to some extent workers in the finishing trades, 
might labour under the roof of a substantial employer; but 
the vast majority of the weavers were home-workers, plying 
their craft in their own cottages or in work-rooms attached 
thereto. The west-country weaving town was a place not of 
factories but of substantial cottages each containing a loom, 
or perhaps two or three. 

Very similar conditions existed in the eastern counties, save 
that there Norwich was the metropolis of the woollen trade 
to a far greater extent than any single town or city in the west. 
Indeed, anyone who wishes to recapture the spirit of the old 
English woollen industry will find in Sudbury, Lavenham, 
Long Melford, Stoke-by-Neyland, and other old clothing 
towns and villages of the eastern counties, an outward shape 
less changed by time than anywhere in the west. 

The western counties and East Anglia, with Yorkshire, of 
which more anon, were the greatest centres of the woollen 
manufacture. But many other counties had their clothing 
towns and villages not greatly unlike those of Suffolk or 
Devonshire. Kendal, Rochdale, Burnley, Bacup, Knutsibrd, 
Darlington, Godaiming, Leominster — ^the list could be almost 
indefinitely prolonged, even without going to Scotland or 
Wales for additional examples. The woollen manufacture was 
in the eighteenth century England’s most widely diffused, as 
well as her greatest, industry; and it stamped its peculiar 
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imprint on half the towns in the country. Moreover, the less 
important, but still considerable, manufactures of lihen and 
silk, the knitting trade in the east Midlands, and cotton itself 
before the introduction of the new machines, created towns 
and villages of very similar appearance and social structure. 

In Yorkshire, however, the woollen manufacture was carried 
on under somewhat different conditions, and with different 
effects on the structure of town life. For the representative 
figure of the Yorkshire woollen trade in the eighteenth century 
was neither the rich merchant clothier nor the urban home- 
worker, but rather the small master-craftsman working with his 
own hands and employing one or two journeymen under 
his own roof. There were, of course, rich merchants in Leeds 
and Halifax and Bradford; but they were not for the most 
part nearly so rich or so gentlemanly as the merchant clothiers 
of Exeter or Taunton. There were home-workers too; and 
spinning was, until about the end of the century, an unskilled 
occupation carried on by women and children in town and 
country alike. But weaving, the main skilled occupation, was 
a good deal less urbanised than in the south; and Defoe's 
famous description of the country round Halifax continued to 
hold good in the latter part of the century. The Yorkshire 
manufactures grew up scattered, wherever a river or streamlet 
afforded a supply of good water for washing and bleaching 
and, later, for the application of water-power. Its typical unit 
was a substantial workshop attached to a farm-house; and 
the typical employer remained at least one part a farmer 
fUl quite late in the century. 

In these circumstances, there grew up in Yorkshire no such 
plenty of small clothing towns and large villages as in the 
west. The Yorkshire clothing towns — Leeds, Halifax, Brad- 
ford, and the rest — ^were centres rather of trade than ofi actual 
production. Their chief importance lay in their famous cloth 
markers, to which the small masters from all the country 
round brought in their wares. Only with the introduction of 
steam-power and the factory system did Leeds and Halifax and 
Bradford become primarily manufacturing, rather than trading, 
towns. 

This, of course, does not mean that no manufacturing was 
carried on within their limits. Wool-combing and carding, 
and the pressing and finishing of the woven stuffs, were urban 
occupations in the north as well as in the south; and there 
were weavers and spinners in Leeds and Halifax as well as 
in the surrounding country. But the towns themselves got their 
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social atmosphere and their importance from trade rather 
than manufacture; and their leading citizens were merchants 
rather than employers. 

Our journey to the north has carried us from the small 
market towns with which we began ^ to larger urban centres; 
for Leeds, Huddersfield, and Halifax were all considerable 
places in the eighteenth century. Richard Price gives the 
population of Leeds as 17,000 in 1775, and Halifax, with its 
surrounding countryside, had long been noted as the “most ' 
populous parish in England.” But, even so, Leeds was only 
a third as populous as Norwich, and about half the size of 
Birmingham or Liverpool. Chester was nearly as big as 
Leeds as late as 1750. 

Of course it is necessaiY to speak with great caution of 
town populations in the eighteenth century, when there was 
no such thing as an official census, and different authorities 
often gave wildly different estimates. Sometimes these 
differences arise because the varying estimates are not for 
the same areas, some being confined to the borough limits 
and some including the surrounding suburbs. For example, 
very different figures are given for Manchester, according as 
the quotation is for the town itself, or for the wider parish, 
or for the whole area of the Manor of Manchester. 

It is, however, possible, from the estimates quoted by 
Arthur Young, Maepherson, and other economic writers and 
travellers, and by Richard Price in his famous Essay on the 
Population of England, and sometimes from local censuses of 
varying accuracy, to get some idea of the size of the principaL 
towns in the third quarter of the eighteenth centu^. London 
was, of course, immensely the largest — nearly as big in relation 
to the total population of eighteenth-century England as 
modern London is in relation to the England of to-day. For 
London was the great centre of trade as well as of fashion, 
arts, and government; and, at any rate in the south, the 
London market dominated the trade of the smaller towns 
to a very great extent. In the south, London’s only serious 
rival was Bristol, which alone drove a thriving independent 
import and export trade, and provided an alternative point 
of focus for the industries of South Wales and the western 
counties, including the Severn country and even, to a great 
extent, Birmingham and the west Midlands with their rapidly , 
growing manufactures of iron and brass. 

Bristol was, indeed, easily the second town in England, with 
a population approaching 100,000, and a flourishing glass 
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and china manufacture in addition to the trade of its port. 
Manchester, growing at a very rapid rate, had only 30,000 
inhabitants in 1769, according to Arthur Young, and even with 
Salford and the suburbs no more than 50,000. Young put the 
population of Liverpool at 40,000 in 1769; but Price made it 
only 34,500 in 1773, and the latter estimate is probably nearer 
the truth unless the surrounding villages are included with it. 
Birmingham in 1770 had about 30,000 people according to 
several authorities, Hull from 20,000 (Young) to 24,000 
(Macpherson), and Sheffield from 20,000 (Macpherson) to 
30,000 (Young). These, with Norwich, variously estimated at 
from 40,000 (Young) to 60,000 (Macpherson), were the largest 
towns, followed by Nottingham and Leeds, each with about 
17,000. Chester had about 15,000, Shrewsbury about 13,000, 
and Worcester from 11,000 to 12,000, according to varying 
estimates by Price and Young, while Bolton had only 5,000, 
and Northampton no more. Newbury, in Berkshire, with 
4,0(X) people, was as big as Bradford; and the great majority 
even of the more flourishing lesser towns had only from two 
to four thousand inhabitants. Chippenham, for example, had 
2,400 (Price), and High Wycombe 2,500 (also Price).^ 

Ordinary market towns and even flourishing industrial 
centres were, then, even in the latter part of the eighteenth 
century, no larger than populous villages of to-day; and even 
the great trading centres, except Bristol, were no larger than 
very minor modern provincial towns. We must bear this 
smallness of the typical eighteenth-century town constantly in 
mind if we mean to get a true picture of its character and 
way of life. For a town even of forty or fifty thousand people 
cannot be far removed from the country; and a town of five 
thousand will, unless it be quite exceptional in its way of life, 
still retain many of the characteristics of a village. 

It is necessary to keep this consideration in mind above 
all in passing judgment on the sanitation and methods of 
government of the towns of the eighteenth century. For it is 
very easy to cpndemn them, on both grounds, by the application 
of wholly inappropriate standards. We read of the lack of a 
proper water-supply, of paved streets, of an adequate police < 
force, and of one after another of the essentials of modem 
town life, in, say, Leeds or Birmingham; -and we are apt 
to think what these great cities would be like now if they 

^ In 1781 Lichfield had less than 4,000 inhabitants (Harwood) 
and in 1789 Oxford rather more than 8,000 (Park<^r). 
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had to do without these vital services. But, in fact, neither 
Leeds nor Birmingham in the eighteenth century was in the 
least like the Leeds or the Birmingham of to-day; and we 
cannot afford to be so proud of the water-supply or the 
urban amenities of many of our large modern villages as to 
cast stones very readily at the great majority of eighteenth- 
century towns for doing without them. Doubtless, the towns 
of the eighteenth century would have been healthier, and 
perhaps happier, if they had been better “policed,” in the 
eighteenth-century sense of that term. But they were by no 
means so ill off for want of this as the modern reader is apt 
to imagine, or as the scandalised Utilitarians who drew up 
the Report on Municipal Corporations in 1835 were disposed to 
suggest. The sanitary problem became desperately urgent only 
when the trading and hand-working towns of the eighteenth 
century turned into industrial towns under the factory system 
and steam-power, and found their populations vastly increased 
in a few years by the concentration of workers which the 
factory system involved. 

It is, however, true enough that urban government through- 
out the eighteenth century was in a bad way. Many of the 
newer towns, like Manchester and Birmingham, were not 
incorporated, and had no fully developed municipal institutions 
of their own. But this did not always mean that they were 
any worse olf than a borough in possession of a fully fledged 
Municipal Corporation, with a charter from the Crown, and 
valued privileges which rendered it immune from the jurisdic- 
tion of the county. For the typical Municipal Corporation of 
the eighteenth century hardly regarded itself as a local govern- 
ment authority in the modern sense, or accepted any respon- 
sibility for the adequate development of sanitary services and 
amenities on behalf of the whole body of inhabitants. There 
was an immense variety of municipal constitutions; and the 
municipal corporations ranged from bodies regularly elected, 
at least in theory, by nearly all the householders to narrow 
oligarchies of the wealthier tradesmen and merchants, with 
perhaps a few independent “gentlemen,” renewing themselves 
by co-option without any shadow of a representative method 
of choice. These self-elected oligarchies were indeed the pre- 
dominant type; and bodies elected by the householders were 
relatively few. But there is positively, through all the century, 
no sign of serious objection on a national scale to the principle 
of self-election, or of a sense that things ought to be otherwise 
arranged, though it is significant that the more progressive 
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towns, when they needed new services, seldom thought of en- 
trusting them to the existing Municipal Corporations. There 
were plenty of movements in the latter part of the century, 
like that of the Yorkshire freeholders and the agitations led 
by Cartwright and Horne Tooke, for a. reform of parliamentary 
representation. But neither the earlier reformers nor the 
democrats at the end of the century had ever turned their 
attention seriously towards municipal reform. 

The eighteenth -century Municipal Corporation was indeed, 
and considered itself as being, far less an organ of local govern- 
ment in the modern sense than an institution for the manage- 
ment of a corporate property. Membership of this privileged 
body had come to be regarded almost as a property right, 
and the property of the Corporation almost as belonging to 
its mem^rs, as individuals rather than to the town. Civic 
feasts, such as we associate with the London Livery Com- 
panies of to-day, seemed a more appropriate use for the civic 
funds than the provision of an adequate water-supply or the 
paving or lighting of the streets; and the right to send Members 
to Parliament came to be regarded rather as a property right 
of the members of the Corporation than as a right of repre- 
sentation in the counsels of the country. The right of electing 
Members to serve in Parliament was often vested in the 
Corporation, and seats were often put up for sale, without 
shame or sense of shame, to the highest bidder. Indeed, the 
buying of seats was often justified as a desirable means of 
securing the return to Parliament of men of property who 
lacked territorial influence; and often the best and most 
independent Members sat for the rottenest boroughs. Some- 
times, of course, when a large part of the borough was owned 
by a single great landowner, the Corporation simply carried 
out his will in the election of Members to Parliament; but, 
where property was more widely distributed and the Corpora- 
tion free to act as it chose, it was usually far less inclined to 
aim at getting its own point of view represented in the House 
of Commons than to return some man of wealth who was 
prepared to pay for the privilege. The truth is that most of 
the eighteenth-century boroughs had no particular desire to 
be represented in Parliament. They wanted, not to be better 
governed, but to be left alone. 

Nor did things usually work out any better when the parlia- 
mentary franchise was vested, not in the Corporation, but 
in a wider body of freemen, or in all the householders paying 
scot and lot. For this, as a rule, only diffused corruption 
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over a wider field, causing a plentiful outpouring, at election 
time, of free dinners, free beer, and very often free money 
as well. These wider bodies of electors were no more dis- 
posed than the oligarchical Corporations to take their 
privilege of representation seriously. Even such famous open 
constituencies as Westminster, Preston, and Coventry, where 
real elections were fought in the early nineteenth century on 
real issues of political principle — though not without a good 
deal of corruption even then — only gained their reputation 
after the revolutions in America and France had sent men 
back to political first principles, and effectively roused the 
democratic spirit from its long sleep. Whatever virtues the 
eighteenth century had, it was assuredly not democratic. It 
did not want to be democratic; and accordingly, even when 
democratic instruments were placed in its hands, it did not 
commonly care or trouble to use them. 

Parliament, however, was far away; and it may seem 
surprising that the provincial notables, even if they could not 
be bothered with governing the country, did not make more 
effort to provide for the good government of their own towns. 
But, in fact, in many of the older towns the members of the 
Municipal Corporation were hardly conscious that a problem 
of local administration existed at all. As Mr. and Mrs. 
Webb have pointed out in their monumental study of English 
Local Government, the very phrase “ Local Government” was 
not coined until after the middle of the nineteenth century. 
This, of course, is not to say that the notion had not existed 
for many centuries. But it had been associated, in the minds 
of the Municipal Corporations of Tudor and Stuart times, 
primarily with the regulation of local trades and industries, 
that is, with forms of administration which changing economic 
conditions had rendered obsolete. What remained of the old 
functions was judicial rather than administrative; and the 
Borough Justices, inferior in social status to the country 
gentlemen who manned the county bench, were in most towns 
a good deal more active in local affairs than the Municipal 
Corporations. Here and there, as at Liverpool, an energetic 
and on the whole enlightened Corporation was to be found. 
But Liverpool was exceptional, for its rapidly growing pros- 
perity depended obviously on the efficiency of its docks and 
its trading organisation, and the merchants who controlled its 
administration had a strong interest in the proper conduct of 
municipal affairs. Manchester might have been just as effi- 
cient if it had possessed the appropriate local institutions. But 
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Manchester was not a Corporation at all; it was still under 
the old manorial jurisdiction. 

Most of the English towns in the mid-eighteenth century 
were still unconscious of problems calling for strong municipEd 
government. Such a matter as the cleaning of the streets was 
still imposed as an obligation on each individual householder, 
whose duty it was to keep the space in front of his own dwelling 
clear, as far as the middle of the road. Street cleaning was 
thus a citizen’s obligation, to be enforced by the justices, rather 
than a public obligation. The supply of water was indeed 
coming in the early part of the century to be felt as a pressing 
need in some of the larger towns; and this service was some- 
times taken in hand by the Corporation. But eighteenth- 
century travellers always commented wth surprised fervour 
when they found a town, such as Exeter, publicly supplied with 
water in leaden pipes; wells and pumps still supplied the need 
of townsmen in most places, as they do to this day the needs 
of the majority of villages. 

What is temarkable is that when, as the century advanced, 
increasing population and improving sanitary knowledge began 
to force the problems of municipal organisation into public 
notice, the commonest way of getting new services developed 
was not by means of the Municipal Corporations, but by the 
establishment, side by side with them, of new and independent 
authorities. Under various names, one town after another set 
up in the course of the eighteenth century bodies of Improve- 
ment Commissioners, created by a special Act of Parliament, 
and given power to lay a limited rate upon the whole of the 
householders. These bodies of Commissioners were doing, in 
the latter part of the century, far more to introduce new muni- 
cipal services than all the Municipal Corporations taken 
together. They chiefly set about lighting, cleaning, and paving 
the streets, providing a rudimentary police force of night- 
watchmen, regulating traffic, and in many ways both removing 
nuisances and improving local amenities. This is not sur- 
prising in towns such as Manchester, which lacked corporate 
rights and organisation: what is at first sight astonishing is 
that bodies of this sort were set up almost as much in towns 
which already had Municipal Corporations, and that in most 
cases the entrusting of the new duties to the existing authorities 
seems not to have been even considered. There could be no 
clearer sign of the extent to which incorporation had come to 
be regarded as conferring not duties but privileges on the 
members of the corporate body. This attitude fitted in well 
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enough with the common opinion of eighteenth-centuiy 
England about the scope of government and the rights of 
property. Laissez-faire, save in matters of foreign trade^was 
not a nineteenth century invention, or a product of the machine 
age. It flourished even more, inside the country, after the 
“Glorious Revolution” of 1688 had established the country 
gentleman’s right to be let alone by Parliament, and the spread 
of the “domestic system” through the market towns and 
country districts had destroyed the old regulative functions of 
Gilds and Municipal Corporations. 

Another important reason for the lethargy of the Municipal 
Corporations was the prevalence of religious Dissent among 
the merchants and tradesmen of the developing towns. For 
though the Test and Corporation Acts were not enforced, and 
Acts of Indemnity were regularly passed on behalf of those 
Dissenters* of an accommodating spirit who took office in 
spite of them, the Municipal Corporations retained throughout 
the century a strong flavour of religious orthodoxy, enough to 
exclude the more vigorous and conscientious members of the 
dissenting connexions. It was partly under the influence of 
the latter, and in order to secure their collaboration, that*the 
new purely secular and undenominational bodies of Improve- 
ment Commissioners were brought into being; and it was 
through these new bodies that the Dissenters came to be a 
power in the municipal world. 

Apart from such clearly public functions as the lighting, 
paving, cleaning and watching of the streets, there were plenty 
of other municipal duties awaiting the energies of the local 
reformers as the century advanced. Outside London, the 
movement to establish hospitals for the use of the poor seems 
to have begun with the opening of a public hospital at Win- 
chester in 1736. This was intended to serve the needs of 
the entire county; and the funds for it were raised by public 
subscription among the wealthier inhabitants — ^a method 
followed for most subsequent institutions of a similar kind. 
Bristol, York, and Exeter all established hospitals within the 
next few years. Liverpool’s Infirmary was founded in 1749 
and Manchester’s in 1752. Manchester added a Lunatic 
Asylum in 1765, and Public Baths in 1751. Newcastle-on- 
Tyne began a Lyjng-in Charity in 1765, and Norwich a hospital 
in 1771, Finally, in 1784, came Dr. Thomas Percival’s famous 
Report on the Health of Manchester to the County Justices, 
followed by the setting-up of the Manchester Board of Health. 

Htus, even before the middle of the century, attention was 



50 PERSONS AND PERIODS 

already turning towards medical an^ sanitary reform, and 
thereafter this movement rapidly gained force in several of 
the larger towns. In this field of action, Manchester, under 
the vigorous leadership of Dr. Percival, was well to the front; 
and indirectly John Howard’s national crusade for prison 
reform, which began in 1773, exerted a powerful influence on 
the movement. Howard’s State of the Prisons appeared in 
1777; and he included hospitals and similar institutions within 
the scope of his enlightening surveys. But reform was slow. 
William Tuke’s Retreat at York — the first humane Lunatic 
Asylum — was not founded until 1791; and the creation of 
'separate fever hospitals was only beginning at the end of the 
century. The Manchester Fever Hospital, created under 
Percival’s influence, dates only from 1 796. 

The spirit of philanthropy was not confined to hospital 
subscriptions. The latter half of the century was also marked 
by the growth of other charitable bodies, from Friendly 
Societies, under the patronage of the rich, to such institutions 
as the Norwich Society of Universal Good Will, first founded 
as the Scots Society in 1776, for the relief of poor strangers in 
the town. The movement to set up Charity Schools connected 
with the Church of England had by 1 750 exhausted its impetus 
and ceased to expand; but sporadic Sunday Schools, such as 
Hannah Ball’s at High Wycombe (1768), were founded even 
before Robert Raikes began work at Bristol in 1780. Hannah 
More was at that time still pursuing her literary career in 
London, on intimate terms with Dr. Johnson and his circle. 
Her philanthropic ventures at Cowslip Green, near Bristol, 
began only after 1785. 

This growth of philanthropic activities is closely bound yp 
with the rise of Wesleyanism and the Evangelical movement. 
Of these, Wesleyanism counted for much the more in the 
provincial towns. Wesley’s famous Journal is full of accounts 
of his visits and preachings not only in Bath and Bristol, but 
also in the growing towns of the north, in all of which from 
the middle of the century he began to have a considerable 
following. Wesleyanism was, indeed, concerned with men’s 
souls far more than with their bodies; and Wesley himself, as 
well as his^leading followers, abhorred all forms of Radicalism. 
This came to matter greatly at a later stage, ^hen the age of 
political excitements had set in with the Revolutions in 
America and France. But in the middle part of the century 
there was little political unrest to impel the religious reformers 
. for social reform; and in 
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the provincial towns the Wesleyan revival was undoubtedly a 
factor making for the development of the social conscience. 

The lead, however, was taken at this stage not by the 
Wesleyans, but by older types of Dissenters, and especially 
by Unitarians and Independents, and in some places, such as 
York, by the Quakers. The Unitarians, headed by Richard 
Price and Joseph Priestley, were made up of far more intellec- 
tual elements than any other group of Dissenters; and their 
Academies, such as the New College at Warrington, where 
Priestley taught, followed by Dalton the chemist after its removal 
to Manchester, were notable centres of social as well as religious 
enlightenment. Certain of the most successful merchants of 
Liverpool and other fast-growing centres of industry and com- 
merce got their education at the Dissenting Academies, which 
spread a knowledge of popular science as well as of religious 
and political speculation. 

Closely connected with the growth of education and en- 
lightenment among the younger generation of merchants is the 
creation of Literary and Philosophical Societies in the leading 
mercantile towns. Robert Owen has left, in his Autobiography, 
a graphic record of the impression made on him in his youth 
by the discussions at the Manchester Society, which was led by 
Dr. Percival and Dr. Barnes, and included Dalton, as well as 
Owen, among its members. Coleridge came to address it 
while Owen was there; and in other towns besides Manchester 
societies of this type became centres of reforming zeal as well as 
of literary and philosophical illumination. They gathered to- 
gether valuable libraries for their members’ use; and their 
debates and discussions were taken very seriously indeed. 

In some cases the formation of a subscription library came 
first. Liverpool, well to the front as usual, began one in 
1757, and added a weekly “Academy” in 1774, the year in 
which thfe Chamber of Commerce was founded. Manchester, 
on the other hand, began with informaj weekly discussions in 
an hotel; and out of them the “Lit. and Phil.” developed in 
1781. No lasting subscription library came into existence till 
1792, though there had been earlier attempts. Leeds, under 
Priestley’s influence, formed a Subscription Library in 1768; 
and a Debating Society followed in 1793, but died out in a 
few years. The Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society dates 
only from 1818.^ 

^ The circulating libraries established by booksellers in the larger 
provincial towns also helped to spread knowledge and to entourage 
the liking for books. 
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By these and other means, standards of taste and knowledge 
rose very rapidly in the larger manufacturing towns during the 
latter half of the eighteenth century. A further contribution 
to the development of more polished manners and a less rude 
way of living, and perhaps, though not so certainly, to higher 
cultural standards as well, came from the growing number of 
boys from the families of the squirearchy who were being 
apprenticed to trade, especially in the merchant houses of 
Liverpool. There were many tales narrated about the dis- 
content of these new recruits at the rough ways of speech and 
living current even among the richer members of the merchant 
class, at the very early and long hours of work, and at the 
Puritan ideas so widely spread in the industrial districts. The 
gentry who took to trade brought with them some shadow 
of the habits and customs of the fashionable world — a cultiva- 
tion of dancing, concerts and assemblies, and a taste for music 
and the fine arts. The Liverpool Musical Society grew out of 
the great Musical Festival held there in 1784; and exhibitions 
of pictures began about the same time to be shown in some 
of the leading provincial towns. 

The theatre and the newspaper also spread through the 
leading provincial centres in the course of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, and especially after 1750. In the earlier part of the 
century, strolling players used mainly tents or booths, and 
the superior travelling companies and the “stock” or repertory 
companies which existed already here and there used any 
available hall, and did not provide regular daily performances. 
But in the latter part of the century there was a rapid building 
of provincial theatres, such as the Nottingham Theatre of 
1760 and the Manchester Theatre Royal of 1775. Often the 
theatres in several towns were under the same management; 
and companies changed places one with another. Bath, indeed 
had its first theatre as early as 1705, with a stock company, 
and the plays selected by the leaders of fashion who were there 
to take the waters. But the venture came to an end about 
1738, and for a time plays were given at an inn or in^a cellar 
under the Rooms. Not until 1750 did the elder John Palmer, 
of whom more anon, open his theatre in Orchard Street (now 
the Masonic Rooms). His son, who succeeded to the control, 
developed a group of theatres in Bristol and other neigh- 
bouring towns, with circulating companies in which many of 
the leading actors and actresses of the day made their names. 
Mrs. Siddons, who had begun her career at Birmingham, was a 
member of the Bath company from 1788 to 1792^ when she 
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went to Drury Lane. Elliston, Macready, and Kean, as well as 
Henderson, the leading Bath star, also first made their 
reputations at the Bath theatres under Palmer's management. 

Booksellers’ shops and printing houses, often associated with 
a local newspaper, already existed by the middle of the century 
in most provincial towns of any size. Dr. Johnson’s father 
was a bookseller in Lichfield; for his parchment-making, at 
which he lost money, was only an auxiliary venture. New 
and second-hand book-selling were not then divided; and the 
trade was a much less stable one than it is to-day. It was 
also more laborious; for the provincial bookseller used often 
to go from town to town, opening a stall on market days, in 
addition to his permanent shop in some one centre. Johnson’s 
father, for example, went regularly to Birmingham with his 
wares on market days; and William Hutton, the historian of 
Birmingham, travelled a regular round of towns for some time, 
carrying his books long distances upon his back. We also 
find him walking in 1749 from Nottingham to London and 
back, in order to buy better tools for his trade as a book- 
binder. There is no eighteenth-century autobiography so rich 
as Hutton’s in materials for the study of the provincial life 
of tradesman and artisan in the Midland counties. 

Apart from theatres and concert-rooms and the assembly 
rooms of the fashionable resorts and the county towns, the 
centre of the recreative life of the provinces was very often 
the racecourse. At Manchester, regular race-meetings at 
Kersal Moor began about 1729, and gave rise to a great deal 
of controversy. A pamphlet, attributed to John Byrom, was 
written denouncing them; and in 1745 they were suppressed 
for a time. But they were renewed in 1 760, and a grandstand 
built by subscription in 1777, followed by a ladies’ stand, 
equipped for refreshments, in 1780. Nottingham racecourse, 
which belonged to the Corporation, was leased to the noble- 
men and gentlemen of the county in 1777, under a trust deed, 
and did not revert to the Corporation until 1845. Doncaster, 
already celebrated for its races, was also a famous hunting 
centre; and Defoe tells how, about 1725, it was full of great 
inns, and the Mayor, who kept one of them, had a pack of 
hounds, and was deemed fit company for the gentry. Another 
sport was also gaining in popularity. In 1771 Nottingham 
and Sheffield met in their first cricket match. Less innocuous 
was the prevalence of cock-fighting and bull-baiting as sports, 
of rich and poor alike. 

This tonsideration of amusements and recreations leads us 
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naturally back to the world of fashion; for in the eighteenth 
century almost all sports and recreative arts depended on the 
noblemen and gentlemen for their patronage. And, in the 
world of fashion, all roads seem to lead to Bath, which began 
its career of triumph right at the beginning of the century and 
kept its ascendancy undimmed to the very end. 

Bath, the city of Beau Nash, of John Wood, John Palmer, 
and R^ph Allen, of Dr. Oliver and Sally Lunn, and, incon- 
gruously, of Lady Huntingdon as well, had its first Pump 
Room in 1704 — ^three years before its first theatre — and its first 
Assembly Room (Harrison’s) in 1708. Nash, Allen, Oliver, 
the elder Wood, and the elder Palmer were all dead and gone 
before Dr. Johnson visited Bath with the Thrales in 1776; 
but the younger Wood with his new buildings and the younger 
and more celebrated Palmer with his mail-coaches were in the 
height of their glory. Most of Bath’s notable buildings had 
already been erected, and the new Assembly Rooms, built by 
the younger Wood, had recently been opened (1771). 
Henderson was already playing Shakespeare at the theatre, 
and Thomas Sheridan and Linley were there, teaching elocution 
and music. Ralph Allen’s house at Prior Park was no longer 
a great resort of literary folk as in Pope’s day, and Bath 
society was broken up far more into sets and coteries than 
earlier in the century. But, save in one important respect, 
Bath was still much as Nash had striven to make it in the 
early years, a place of resort for the upper and middle classes 
alike, where the observed routine of bathing and drinking the 
waters was in fact subordinated to the hardly less regular 
discipline of social events. The company still gathered largely 
for breakfast in the Assembly Rooms, with a dip in the Baths 
still earlier for those who fancied it. After breakfast they 
resorted to the Pump Room to drink the waters, and then, if 
so disposed, to morning service in the Abbey. Walking, riding, 
or driving filled in the time until dinner, varied by a visit to 
the booksellers to read the papers; and after, xiinner there were 
more parades in the Pump Room or the Orange Groves, 
followed by five o’clock tea, often taken at the Rooms, and a 
ball or a visit to the theatre in the evening. 

By the time Dr. Johnson paid his visit, Bath was in the 
third and most enduring phase of its popularity. It began its 
career, like Harrogate and other places of resort to the waters, 
as a centre of attraction for invalids. It passed, under Nash’s 
influence, rapidly into a haunt of fashion; but in this second 
phase one of its chief attractions was the opportunity which 
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it afforded for open and organised gambling. Till 1745 Nash 
made most of his money out of the commission of 2i per cent 
which he received from the bank on its takings at each EO 
table — for EO was the favourite form of gambling. But in 
1745 public gambling was suppressed by law, to Nash’s heavy 
loss; and thereafter, while it went on to some extent in taverns 
and private houses, it ceased to count as an important attrac- 
tion of Bath life. Gamblers resorted abroad, or to the new 
racecourses; and Bath society was none the less fashionable 
or enticing to the mind of the public for its disappearance. 
Thereafter Bath, haunt of wickedness as it appeared to John 
Wesley and the circle of Lady Huntingdon — who lived there 
none the less — followed in the main a very innocuous round 
of pleasures. Its favourite plays were classical tragedies, by 
Otway or the Elizabethans, and its favourite dance was the 
stately minuet. It was, indeed, the great match-making centre 
of England, and a great place for innocent flirtations. But as 
a den of vice, save the minor vices of idleness and frivolity, it 
left much to the Wesleyan imagination. 

Bath’s appeal was in no wise weakened by the rapid growth 
of other centres of fashionable resort, such as Cheltenham and 
Tunbridge Wells and Harrogate, or by the growing popularity 
of seaside watering-places as the century advanced. Of other 
inland spas, Knaresborough, near the Harrogate waters, was 
the oldest, and Harrogate grew up as a separate place of resort 
by the middle of the century! Tunbridge Wells also developed 
about the same time as a new town grouped round the waters; 
and Cheltenham was just becoming popular when Richard 
Pococke visited it in 1750. But its lodgings were then, in his 
view, no more than tolerable. Cheltenham and Tunbridge 
Wells modelled themselves on Bath, and reproduced faithfully 
its routines and observances, whereas Harrogate, frequented 
chiefly by Northerners, was a good deal less ceremonious. 

But the chief resort in the north, and the pioneer of all sea- 
side watering-places, was Scarborough, already famous for its 
waters in the seventeenth century. From Dr. Wittie’s en- 
comium on the virtues of Scarborough Spa in 1667 to. Dr. 
Peter Shaw’s Inquiry into the Contents^ Virtues and Uses of 
Scarborough Spaw Water in 1734 much was written about the 
special health-giving properties of the place; and Sir John 
Floyer’s History of Cold Bathing (1734) and Shaw’s Inquiry 
gave it a new accession of popularity. Sea-bathing was by 
this tifne coming much into fashion as a cure; and, in imitation 
of the inland spas, drinking the sea-water was also widely 
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recommended. These new fashions led to a great growth of 
watering-places in the south, Brighton, or Brighthelmstone, 
was only a poor fishing village in Defoe’s day; but by 1750 
Pococke records it as “greatly improved of late by the con- 
course of people who come to it to bathe and drink the sea- 
water,” and as possessing a good coffee-house, a large room 
for company, and carriages for the convenience of bathing. 
Pococke has much the same to say of Margate, where he 
notices especially “the conveniency of covered carriages, at 
the end of which there is a covering that lets down with hoops, 
so that people can go down a ladder into the water and not 
be seen, and those who please may jump in and swim.” Deal 
and Eastbourne and Portsmouth were among other resorts that 
became popular in the first half of the eighteenth century, 
followed a little later by Weymouth and many other places. 
Much of the fashionable world went on to a seaside resort 
after passing the earlier part of the summer at Bath or some 
other inland spa. 

But no more space can be devoted to the haunts and habits 
of the noblemen and gentlemen, or of those prosperous mer- 
chants and tradesmen who came more and more either to 
imitate their manners, or to work out a round of pleasure 
for themselves as standards of living advanced and the earlier 
forms of Puritanism relaxed their hold. For in the eighteenth 
century, as at other times, towns were mainly workaday places, 
and the great majority of their fnhabitants belonged to the 
working classes. It is time, then, to glance at the position of 
the urban workers, their wages and conditions of work, and 
the environment in which they spent their leisure. 

It must be observed in the first place that it is of even less 
use to generalise about working-class conditions before the 
Industrial Revolution than in the nineteenth century or to-day. 
For prior to the coming of the factory system the distinction 
between the working classes and the social groups nearest to 
them was even less clear-cut than it is in the modem world. 
A prosperous skilled artisan earning a weekly wage might be 
quite as well off, and as respectable in his social status, as a 
small master or shopkeeper; and in the days of the “domestic 
system,” the lines between small masters, sub-contractors, and 
working journeymen were not at all easy to draw. In the 
building trades especially, the same man often worked some- 
times as a small contractor and sometimes as a journeyman 
drawing a wage; while the “domestic” worker mi^t be either 
wnrkins with his own tools and upon 
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his own materials or a dependent using tools and materials 
which were the property of someone who was virtually his 
employer, and paying rent for the use of the instruments 
of production — “loom-rent” for example. There was, in 
addition, a far wider gulf between skilled artisans and mere 
labourers than there is to-day, both in wages and in degree 
of education and social standing. The cultural gulf between 
labourer and artisan was usually much wider than the gulf 
between artisan and small employer or tradesman. 

For information about wages outside London, the most 
valuable sources are Arthur Young’s Tours; for he recorded, 
wherever he could, the prevailing wages for urban as well as 
rural workers. His figures have, however, to be taken as . 
very rough estimates, mostly derived from employers’ informa- 
tion; and statements about the earnings of piece-workers under 
the domestic system arc especially liable to error. It is, never- 
theless, possible to obtain from his writings, with such con- 
firmation as can be secured from other sources, a fairly clear 
picture of prevailing wage-standards in many of the principal 
towns. 

Thus, in Manchester it appears that, about 1770, the wages 
of highly skilled male workers in the textile trades did not 
often rise above 7s. 6d. a week, though a few exceptionally 
skilled hands might sometimes get up to 12s. A large number 
of skilled men got no more than 5s. or 6s. and some as little 
as 4s. a week. Skilled women workers appear to have made 
less, .but not a great deal less, than the majority of men; and 
in a number of cases Young records that they were paid at 
the same rates. Children earned from ls.6d. a week upwards, 
according to age and trade. Eden, writing almost thirty years 
later, in the midst of the great rise in prices during the French 
War, put the wages of skilled men as high as 18s. a week, and 
women’s from 6s. to 12s., with unskilled labour at 2s. or 
2s. 6d. a day. 

This sharp advance in men’s wages was due in part to the 
rise in prices, but also to the rapid growth of the cotton trade. 
Lancashire was a low-wage area until the Industrial Revolution. 
The old-established woollen industry in Yorkshire paid the 
male workers rather better. Thus, in Leeds, Arthur Young 
gave the earnings of men weavers as from 5s.>to.l2s. a week, 
with an average of 7s., and of broadcloth weavers at 10s. 6d., 
and wool-combers from 6s. to 12s. But, while highly skilled 
women weavers made in some cases as much as men, their 
average earnings were only from 3s. 6d. to 4s., and at spinning 



58 


PERSONS AND PERIODS 


— an unskilled occupation — ^women got only from 2s. 6d; to 
3s. Moreover, all these rates were for full -time’ work ; and 
Youijg comments that they were often seriously reduced by 
intermittent employment. 

Earnings tended to be lower in the north of England than 
in the south, at' least for the most highly skilled grades of 
workers. Thus, dyers in Norwich are said to have earned 
15s. a week, and cloth pressers 13s., while wool -combers in 
the Western Counties averaged 13s. Weavers in Witney got 
from 10s. to 12s. a week all the year round — an exceptionally 
prosperous group; for weavers even in London earned on the 
average no more than from 12s. to 15s. a week. Young 
gives the average earnings of men employed in industry in 
the western counties as 11s. a week, in the eastern counties 
as 6s. 6d., and in the south as 9s. 4d. 

There were, thus, wide differences in wages both from trade 
to trade and from place to place. Artisans in the older crafts 
in the larger towns — shoemakers, tailors, cabinet-makers, and 
SD on — and the minority of highly specialised craftsmen, such 
as wool-combers and dyers, in the larger industries did best, 
while the condition of the main body of wage-earners varied 
very greatly from one town to another. But it has to be 
remembered that costs of living were a good deal lower in 
the north and east than in the south, and in the market towns 
than in the larger cities. 

It is exceedingly difficult to say how far the industrial 
workers in the eighteenth century were organised in Trade 
Unions for collective bargaining about wages and conditions 
of labour. No modem Trade Union dates from this period; 
and those which did exist have left no records of their own 
behind them. But there is plenty of evidence of the wide- 
spr^d existence of certain forms of combination. The 
journeymen in the larger towns certainly had their regular 
Trade Clubs, which were often Friendly Societies as well as 
Trade Unions, and negotiated freely with the small masters, 
usually without any interference from the law. There was, 
indeed, on the Statute Book a general embargo on wbrking- 
class ^combinations enacted under Edward VI; and many 
specific statutes were passed in the eighteenth century pro- 
hibiting combinations in particular trades. But the small 
Trade Clubs of the urban artisans were seldom molested, 
the severities of the law being directed rather against the 
larger Unions which arose from time to time among the 
\Mbavers of a whole county, or some similar widespread group. 
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The wool-combers seem to have maintained a nation-wide 
organisation without being suppressed; and persecution of 
Trade Unionism was intermittent and casual until the fears 
^ of Jacobinism came to render all working-class bodies suspect 
of treasonable designs. 

Th^se eighteenth-century combinations often sought to 
influence wage-rates not so much by collective bargaining as 
by appeals to the law. Again and again the weavers and other 
groups are found petitioning Parliament or the Justices for the 
fixing of a legal Tate of wages. This method was hardly used 
by the smaller urban groups; but they were fully prepared 
to invoke the law when a master endeavoured to employ un- 
apprenticed labour, and so to break down the monopoly of 
the trained craftsmen. These appeals to The law took place 
under the Elizabethan Statute of Artificers, which was still in 
force, though the justices had long ceased to fix regular .rates 
of wages for the various urban trades, and even the fixing of 
agricultural rates had largely lapsed or become formal and 
meaningless. The restrictions on apprenticeship continued to 
be enforced to a substantial extent in the older crafts and 
towns ; but over the greater part of the textile trades these too 
had lapsed. They were never enforced in the case of the new 
Lancashire cotton industry, or in the woollen industry except 
in Norwich and a very few other places. 

The real strength of working-class bargaining power in the 
eighteenth century lay among the minority of highly skilled 
craftsmen in the small-scale industries of the towns; for the 
expansion of wealth gave these skilled groups a valuable 
monoply of labour, and the small scale on which their trades 
were carried on put them nearly on a bargaining equality with 
their employers. Their small Trade Clubs were powerful 
monopolies, within their narrow range. But they showed little 
disposition either to combine pn a national scale, or to estab- 
lish federal relations between club and club, even in the same 
town. The urban artisans formed less a class than a number 
of groups of persons lifted well above the common run of 
labour in both status and earning power, and divided by no 
more than a narrow line from the Typical urban employer. 
The employer, indeed, was much further removed from the 
merchant than from his own journeymen until the new class 
of factory employers began to develop with the advent of 
power-driven machinery. 

It follows from what has been said that it is impossible to 
generalise about the habits and social conditions of the 
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eighteenth-century workers, any more than about their wages 
and industrial status. The colliers of the midland and northern 
counties, the metal-workers of the Black Country, the iron- 
workers and certain other groups not primarily urban, were 
doubtless rough and uncivilised enough. But most of the 
urban workers who responded to the preaching of Wesley and 
his followers, or were soon to be roused by the appeal of 
Radipal doctrines, had at least some education and some pre- 
tension to a civilised way of living. 

It has to be remembered that, in many of the urban crafts, 
apprenticeship was still fully in force, and the apprentice still 
oflten went to dwell in his master’s house, under conditions 
which made his master responsible for his training in manners 
as well as at his trade. William Hutton learnt his trade in 
his uncle’s house at Nottingham, and Robert Owen was 
appipnticed first to a draper at Stamford. Such men, what- 
ever their origin, usually emerged from their period of servitude 
with manners like their masters’; and while these might be 
rough and brutal enough at times, there were many Dissenting 
or Wesleyan households in which high moral standards were 
enforced, while in places like Liverpool and Bristol and 
Norwich the main body of the skilled craftsmen had a long 
tradition of self-respect and importance in the town’s affairs. 
The common labourers were much below the artisans in these 
respects; but even for them Wesley and Whitefield did much 
as the century advanced. Nor must we regard deliberate 
efforts at working-class education as beginning with Robert 
Raikes or the Sunday School movement. They were in fact 
going on all the time, in chapels. Trade Qubs, and other 
societies, as well as in the course of apprenriceship and in the 
daily contacts of ordinary life. 

There was, however, a town mob in most of the larger 
dries, and it made its presence felt long before the Gordon 
Riots in London or the burning of Joseph Priestley’s house 
and laboratory in Birmingham at the time of the French 
Revolution. Arkwright had his first factory burnt down; and 
there were frame-breaking troubles in Nottingham and other 
east Midland town^ half a century before the Luddites. But 
the commonest cause of mob action in the middle of the 
d^teenth century was the high price of provisions; and again 
and again, in town after town, we hear of more or less serious 
hread-rioU in rimes of scarcity and unemployment. These 
movements had, however, little or no political compledon. 
What Radicalism there was existed among the most highly 
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skilled of the artisans and among the tradesmen who formed 
the backbone of the Revolution Societies for celebrating the 
triumphs of 1688, and not among the mob. For some time 
after the French Revolution, the mobs were loyalist, and not 
Jacobin, and far more liable to demonstrate against Popery or 
Jacobinism than against an iniquitous Government. 

But that there existed the material for intense mass excite- 
ment the preaching of Wesley and Whitcfield and their 
followers abundantly demonstrated. There are many passages, 
even in Wesley’s Journal^ which cannot but fill the modern 
reader with sheer astonishment. We read of sinners who, 
listening to Wesley’s preaching, were overcome with terrible 
physical pains, and rolled in torment on the ground, while the 
enthusiasts of the new gospel knelt round and prayed for their 
spiritual deliverance. We read of vast masses moved out of 
themselves by the call to repentance far beyond anything that 
has marked the revivalism of more recent times, though not 
perhaps beyond the achievements of latter-day American 
evangelists. We get an impression throughout Wesley’s 
Journal that he is appealing to persons incapable of an 
intellectual response, whose souls must be saved by other and 
more ferocious means, and we are confirmed in this impression 
by the attitude of many of Wesley’s own contemporaries 
towards his preaching. It was not only among the votaries 
of the Established Church that the Wesleyan enthusiasts were 
derided as throw-backs to an earlier and less civilised age, but 
almost equally among the more intellectual members of the 
earlier Dissenting cdngregations. It is customary nowadays 
to regard Wesleyanism as a great humanising and civilising 
influence; and so in many ways it was. But it has its other 
aspect as well; for, setting out to catch men’s souls by all 
means, it used methods of approach which played upon the 
fears of the uneducated and the illiterate without qualm or 
remorse. And it was able to do this with the less compunction 
because from the outset it would have no truck with political 
democracy in any form. 

But Wesleyanism after the days of the early preachings was 
speedily toned down as the Methodists gathered regular bodies 
of adherents in the various towns and built themselves chapels. 
They developed into orderly Dissenting congregations which 
had much in common with the Nonconformist groups already 
in existence. Throughout the middle of the eighteenth century 
the Methodists were busy creating for themselves regular 
vplaces of worship in one after another of the tofWns where 
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Wesley had gathered his first disciples by preachiog in the 
streets or on the open moor. The Methodists did not cease 
to remind their hearers of hell fire even in these changed 
surroundings; but when once they had settled down they 
began to educate men for this world as well as to save their 
souls, and perhaps the most important part of the education 
which they provided was the training in self-government which 
arose out of the working and organisation of the local chapel 
and its contact with the wider Wesleyan connexion. 

Go to-day to some small town — Sudbury, in Suffolk, 
Chipping Norton, in Oxfordshire, or even Appleby in West- 
morland — which has preserved much of its outer appearance 
as it was in the eighteenth century, and you have the means, 
with a little imagination, of visualising the outer appearance of 
the typical town, or even city, of two hundred years ago. But 
in order to make the picture correct, you have to people these 
towns very differently, and to think of many of them far 
more as independent manufacturing centres than as markets 
and shopping-places. Some, indeed, such as Stamford, owed 
their importance to their use as markets and meeting-places 
for the surrounding countryside; but, taking the country as a 
whole, many more had some special manufacture of their 
own — some branch of one of the textile trades, or pin-making 
as at Gloucester, or pottery as at Burslem, or tanning (not yet 
brewing) at Burton -on -Trent. Industry was much more 
scattered then than now; but, contrary to a common opinion, 
it was even then mainly urban, if market towns as well as 
boroughs are included in the conception of a town. Urban 
areas were very numerous, and for the most part very small; 
and they were also, as wc have seen, exceedingly diverse in 
their character and ways of life. And above them all stood 
London, the only town worthy to be thought of as a con- 
siderable town at all by our modern standards. But London 
deserves — and gets— in this volume an essay to itself. 
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More than two hundred years have gone by since Daniel 
Defoe, in his Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain^ 
expressed his amazement and admiration at the prodigious 
growth of building in the neighbourhood of London, and at 
the extraordinary increase of houses and people within London 
itself. In Defoe’s eyes these things were very good. His heart 
rejoiced when he saw the houses of prosperous merchants 
perching themselves in every vantage-point of high land around 
the metropolis; and as he journeyed about England and Scot- 
land on his equivocal missions for Robert Harley, reporting 
on the state of opinion in the country and organising every- 
where a service of correspondents who would keep him, and 
through him the Government, regularly informed of what 
people were thinking, he never wearied of recording how much 
London’s greatness contributed to the prosperity of the whole 
country. In eighteenth-century England all roads, by land or 
by water, seemed to lead to London; and nearly all trade 
appeared to be an exchange between London and the provinces, 
to the advantage of both. 

London was, in Defoe’s day, the only town in England that 
could be reckoned large by modern standards. Bristol and 
Norwich, which came next to it in population, had in the 
1720’s probably no more than about 30,000 inhabitants; and 
most other important towns were no bigger than many villages 
are to-day. No wonder London seemed to Defoe and his 
contemporaries a prodigious place, overshadowing the whole 
country with the multitude and wealth of its consuming public. 

And yet, by the standards of our time, how small a place 
Defoe’s London was! Half a century before, at the time of 
the Great Plague, Greater London probably had about half a 
million mhabitants. After the Plague and the Fire, the number 
fell perhaps by a fifth. Then it increased again very fast. 
Defoe, in 1724, asserted that London and its environs had a 
population of a million and a half. This, however, like most 
of Defoe’s estimates, was obviously wild exaggeration'; for 
when the first Census was officially taken in 1801, Greater 
London— reckoning it as including the area which is now 
administered by the London County Council— had still less 
than a million people. For this same area, which was in 1801 
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Street across Gray’s Inn Road, where there was another out- 
lying spur towards St. Pancras. East of Gray’s Inn Road the 
frontier becomes harder to define; for the houses were already 
reaching out to join up with Islington past Mount Pleasant, 
and there was a good deal of recent building in the neighbour- 
hood of Sadler’s Wells. To the east of the northern projection 
towards Islington, the frontier went a little to the north of Old 
Street; but on the south side of Old Street there were large 
open spaces, occupied by the Artillery Ground and Moorfields, 
and these open spaces stretched down almost into the heart 
of the City. To the east of this expanse the northern boundary 
continued the Old Street line, taking in Shoreditch. Then it 
began to slope south, round the edges of the New Town of 
Mile End. Bethnal Green and the Old Town of Mile End 
were still well outside the area of continuous building, which 
ended at this point approximately where the Whitechapel 
Road turns into the Mile End Road to-day. To the south of 
this developing area the boundary receded sharply westwards, 
leaving a large open space, then partlj^ occupied by rope-walks 
— broadly where the Commercial Road district is now. But 
further south, beyond this unbuilt area, the houses had pushed 
out a long way to the east along the north bank of the river 
through Wapping and Shad well as far as Limehouse. Lime- 
house in its turn was already almost joined in the far east to 
Poplar and Blackwall beyond it. 

On the south side of the river, continuous building began in 
the east at Deptford and extended as far as Lambeth in the 
west, about opposite the point at which London’s frontier 
north of the river then lay. On the Surrey side, however, there 
was, for most of this distance, only a thin strip of built-up 
land along the river-bank, with only one considerable stretch 
of building away to the south, Tn the growing town of South- 
wark beyond London Bridge. London Bridge still remained 
the only dry crossing of the river until Westminster Bridge was 
opened in 1750. Apart from the considerable town of South- 
wark, the buildings lay much thicker to the east than to the 
west ofsLondon Bridge. Redriff, or Rotherhithe, and Ber- 
mondsey were already substantial places, whereas to thc^west 
of the Borough the districts of Newington and Lambeth were 
6till very thinly peopled. In Southwark itself the built-up 
area was being extended southwards in a sort of ribbon de- 
velopment along the Kent and Croydon roads past St. George’s 

Such was Defoe’s London, of which he reckoned the com- 
plete circuit, leaving out Poplar and Blackwall, at between 
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seventeen and eighteen miles. This he regarded as an altogether 
unexampled immensity of continuous building, though, as we 
have seen, it covers but a tiny fraction of the area now 
administered by the London County Council, and a still tinier 
fraction of the Greater London of to-day. 

Not till the nineteenth century did the area covered by 
continuous building spread out far beyond the limits of 
Defoe’s Greater London. Study any London map of the 
early nineteenth century — say Cary’s of 1822 — practically a 
century after Defoe’s survey. The changes in the built-up 
area are very much smaller than the figures of the increase 
in population would suggest. Indeed, the really continuous 
spread of London was still relatively small. Independent 
towns and villages such as Islington, Hackney, and Stoke 
Newington to the north, and Peckham, Battersea, and Clapham 
to the south, had come into much closer contact with London, 
without being actually engulfed. So had Woolwich in the 
east, and Kensington and Hammersmith in the west. The 
Greater London of 1855 was already ^being foreshadowed; 
but it was not yet in being. The railway age, which was soon 
to suburbanise a host of towns and villages l^yond the built- 
up area, had not yet begun. London’s first steam railway was 
not opened until 1833. The network .of suburban lines was 
mostly built in the 1 850’s. 

Indeed, at many points the solid growth of the London 
area was rendered possible only by the draining of the marsh 
lands, especially to the east, where even to-day low-lying dis- 
tricts along the courses of the Thames and the Lea still account 
for considerable open spaces within the circuit of the built- 
up area. The story of London’s expansion until well on into 
the nineteenth century is bound up with the drainage of low- 
lying lands. As rivers were canalised, or .even put into pipes 
and lost to sight, as marshes were drained and filled up with 
all manner of rubbish, Londoners populated spaces where 
building had been quite out of the question at an earlier 
date. East London, as we know it, has been erected largely 
on the low lands along the valleys of the Thames and the Lea. 

To the north and to the south Nature offered fewer obstacles 
to expansion than to the east; but in these regions also con- 
tours have been important. In both these directions the higher 
lands were usually filled up first, as residential suburbs for 
the well-to-do. The lower lands were for the most part 
developed later for cheaper houses and for poorer folk. West- 
wards,^ population was able to pour out more evenly than in 
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other directions, along the relatively flat clay land of Middlesex. 
But even in this region, expansion usually came earliest on 
such rising ground as there was. In Greater London, except 
in the central districts, it is broadly true than the rich, or 
the well-to-do, live on higher ground than the poor. 

There is of course no diflSculty in finding reasons for 
London’s continuous tendency to expand. London is the 
capital dty of one of the richest countries in the world; and 
this country is itself the centre of the world’s most ^populous 
empire. London has been for generations the world’s financial 
capital, with a vastly greater accumulation of experience than 
any other city in the handling of large and delicate financial 
transactions. London is the only great capital city in Europe 
which is also a first-class port; so that foreign commerce, as 
well as government and high finance, finds in it a natural 
home. It is well placed for contact with the continent of 
Europe, so that it became at an early date the clearing-house 
for tourists as well as for commercial traffic. Many causes 
have conspired together to make London great; and the greater 
it becomes, the more compelling grows its attractive power. 
Great populations mean great markets for the wares of culture 
and commerce alike. The more people come to live in London, 
and the more industries settle there, the stronger grow the 
reasons why even more should follow. Nor are there, now 
that the marshes in the vicinity have mostly been drained any 
serious natural obstacles to further expansion. Physically, 
there is no reason why London should not be stretched out 
continuously to Brighton, or to Oxford, or to Colchester, 
without encountering any worse hindrances than have been 
overcome in the course of its growth up to the present 
day. 

Is this proliferation of the metropolis good or bad — ^first 
from the standpoint of the Londoners themselves, and secondly 
from that of the country as a whole? From certain points of 
view it is obviously bad. For one thing — much in men’s 
thoughts in these unhappy days — ^it increases the vulnerability 
of London to attack from the air; for a stampede of any con- 
siderable section of London’s vast population into the sur- 
rounding country would obviously dislocate the entire system 
of food-supply and public administration. Again, London’s 
development aggravates the problem of the depressed areas; 
for London offers a peculiar attraction to the lighter finishing 
trades, which grow most rapidly in these days with the expan- 
sion and diversification of the consuming market. But it is 
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just these finishing trades that are needed in the depressed 
areas to make up for the decline of the older basic industries. 

Moreover, the bigger London grows, the more evident 
become the disadvantages of its growing without any sort of 
comprehensive plan. It is costing millions to establish some 
sort of green belt of open land around Greater London; and 
even so, in face of the chaotic development of the past, this 
belt is bound to be broken by many stretches of built-up land. 
This might have been avoided if, at an earlier stage, London 
had possessed any sort of unified governing authority with 
power to plan its development on rational lines. But no such 
Greater London authority has ever existed; and unhappily 
none exists to-day, or seems likely to exist in the near future. 

The disputation about the advantages and disadvantages of' 
London's vastness is almost as old as the recorded history of 
the place. For centuries before William Cobbett railed at 
London as “The Wen,” one generation of Englishmen after 
another had been marvelling at its prodigious size. Foreigners, 
too, and half-foreigners from North Britain, have often 
recorded their wonder at London’s greatness — from William 
Dunbar’s “London, thou art of townes A per se^\ to the 
most eloquent star in Baedeker. Indeed, foreigners have been 
much more inclined to approve of London’s vastness than 
Londoners themselves. For there have been many voices 
uplifted on the other side. Queen Elizabeth issued a number 
of proclamations designed to check the growth of building in 
London; Shelley capped Dunbar by proclaiming “Hell is a 
city much like London’’; and Cobbett regarded the growth of 
“The Great Wen” as the main cause of the decay which he 
saw in the countryside of England. No one who lives in or 
near London, whether he likes it or not, can help observing 
with wonder the apparently limitless capacity of the Great 
City for taking all things unto itself— a capacity which has 
appeared in our own time to be unaffected, if not positively 
stimulated, by economic depression elsewhere. 

It is, indeed, easy to see why London has been growing 
so fast in recent years. Just now the face of England is 
changing, economically, almost as rapidly as it changed in 
the days of the Industrial Revolution, when cotton factories 
and coal mines and iron Works were piling up populations in 
the new industrial areas of the north. Nowadays the current 
is setting the other way. Finished commodities are made with 
a smaller expenditure of raw material; and the semi-manu- 
factures used in the making of them take much less fuel to 
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produce. Labour is being shifted out of the extractive and 
primary producing industries into the lighter finishing trades, 
which, unrestricted to any particular locality by physical 
causes, are for the most part free to settle where they please. 
At the same time, as productivity increases and standards of 
living rise, fewer workers come to be employed in making 
things, and more in carrying them about, handling them in 
warehouses and shops, or making book entries about them 
in ledgers. More people find employment in rendering direct 
services to the consumers whose incomes allow them a surplus 
over the bare needs of living. There is rapid growth, for 
example, of the entertainment and catering industries; and 
more labour is needed to man the public utility services, from 
gas, water, and electricity to road-making and the erection of 
public buildings, and all the host of subordinate occupations 
dependent on these services. Maintenance work in garages, 
in house-repairs, and in a host of minor services, grows apace. 
The public departments, national and local, assume new func- 
tions, and therewith take on a larger number of employees. 
Finally, the professions wax in numbers ; and more and more 
hiterto unorganised and unrecognised callings acquire a 
defined professional status. 

All these changes in the character of employment serve to 
foster the growth of London. Both the official Census and 
the recent New Purvey of London Life and Labour reveal very 
plainly the special characteristics of London’s economic life. 
In the area covered by the New Survey, the figures showing 
the numbers engaged in different occupations are very signifi- 
cant. Domestic service heads the list, with 418,000 employees. 
Next comes transport, with 316,000, followed by the food and 
catering trades with 272,000, the dress trades with 264,000 
and commercial occupations with 227,000. 

So far the list of occupations of the people of London does 
not include a single major “industry” in the ordinary sense 
of the term. Next, however, comes building (165,000); and 
then follow in order professional occupations (153,000), metal 
and machinery trades (150,000), printing and paper trades 
(102,000), Governemnt services (86,0(X>), wood and furniture 
trades (83,000), and textile trades (72,000). 

Thus, among productive industries in the narrower sense, 
excluding the food and dress trades, which are largely con- 
cerned with “making-up,” building comes easily first, followed 
by the metal and engineering group and by the printii^ and 
paper trades. Domestic service, the food and catering tradei^ 
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and the clothing trades occupy a far larger proportion of the 
working population than in any other region, and the same is 
true of transport and of commerce, including distribution. 
London’s professional population is also quite abnormally 
high. If the persons engaged in domestic service are added 
to the “non -manual” group, the numbers of the combined 
population of “non-manual workers” rise to nearly half the 
whole number of the people. 

These figures bear out the impression that London is 
predominantly a commercial and residential rather than an 
industrial centre. Yet the total amount of manufacture is 
very considerable. Even if the food and dress trades, as well 
as building, are left out, manufactures employ at least one- 
fifth of the total occupied population inside the survey area. 
A division of the total occupied population within this area 
into eight broad groups, plus one miscellaneous group of un- 
classified workers, yields the following results : manufacturing, 
446,000; dress and textiles, 336,000; transport, 316,000; food 
and catering, 272,000; building, 165,000; Government and 
defence, 104,000; miscellaneous, 227,000. 

Interpreting these figures, we can reach the broad conclusion 
that even in London manual workers predominate over 
“black-coats” if domestic servants are excluded from both 
groups. An analysis of the unemployment insurance figures 
yields the very rough conclusion that London’s “black-coats” 
numtfer about 40 per cent of the total Of insured workers. 
These figures of course leave out the more highly paid salary 
earners: so that, in effect, only about one-half of London’s 
working population is engaged in industry and transport, while 
of the other half about one in three is in domestic service, and 
the other two in commerce, finance, and the professions or 
public services. 

It is not easy to make any comparison between these propor- 
tions and the distribution of London’s occupied population at 
earlier periods. The Census returns give occupational figures 
from 1851, but not on a comparable basis; for the earlier 
Censuses classified workers largely according to the materials 
on which they worked, and not according to the industry or 
the precise occupation in which they were engaged. In these 
circumstances only the broadest comparison is possible. It is 
roughly true that since 1851 the numbers employed in trans- 
port, commerce, the professions, the public services, and other 
non-industrial occupations show not veiy different rates of 
increase, whereas the population engaged iWnknufactures has 



72 PERSONS AND PERIODS 

grown much more slowly, and domestic service more slowly 
still. The great increase in non-manual as against manual 
occupations has thus been offset to a substantial extent by a 
relative decline in domestic service. In 1 85 1 manufactures and 
the domestic services (including the dress trades) each 
accounted for nearly 40 per cent of the total of occupied 
persons: to-day manufactures account for about 44 per cent 
and domestic service and the dress trades together for only 
about 25 per cent. Meanwhile transport has risen from 8 to 
12 per cent, and commerce from 5 to 9 per cent. Government 
service has increased from 2 per cent to about 3i per cent, 
and professional work from about 4 to about 6 per cent. 
These proportions are of course only approximate, and not 
for fully comparable areas; but they serve to give a broad 
indication of the main changes that have been taking place. 

As a manufacturing centre, London is concerned mainly 
with the trades making finished consumers* goods. In this 
there is nothing new. Although the predominant trades have 
changed, it was as much the case in the eighteenth century as 
it is to-day. In 1750, or thereabouts, London’s principal 
occupations included watch-making, silk-weaving, and boot- 
making — all consumers’ industries which have now for the 
most part disappeared. Shipbuilding, which was in the 
eighteenth century the principal London industry not catering 
directly for the consumer, has also deserted the Thames, the 
last London shipyard having been shut down within living 
memory. Silk-throwing disappeared to provincial factories in 
the course of the eighteenth century, and silk-weaving died 
away fast after the removal of the prohibition upon imp 9 rted 
silk goods in 1826. Watch-making and boot-making, for 
which London had once a great reputation, migrated from 
the metropolis much more slowly, the former to Birmingham 
and Switzerland, and the latter to the developing factory areas 
in East Anglia and the Midlands and around Bristol. Coach- 
making, which was among the most important of all London’s 
industries in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, died 
away gradually with the advent of the railway age. 

These London industries of the eighteenth century were for 
the most part Conducted on a small scale, in workshops rather 
than factories, or even in the workers’ homes. But eighteenth- 
century London had other industries which were organised in a 
much more capitalistic fashion. Shipbuilding, of course, 
belongs to this group, apart from boat-building, and to^it 
must be assigned brewihg and distilling, sugar-refining, and 
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soap-boiling — London trades which were carried on in the 
eighteenth century for a more than local market, and exported 
a substantial proportion of their products. The treating of 
produce imported from the Far East and from the Colonies 
was also of importance among the London trades of the 
eighteenth century; for the entrepot business played a large 
part in British commercial activity in the age before the 
Industrial Revolution. 

Broadly, the workers in these trades of eighteenth-century 
London were distinguished by contemporaries into two classes 
— the skilled artisans and the “mob” of unskilled labour, with 
the poorly paid Spitalhelds silk-weavers ranking somewhere 
between the two groups. The London artisans had in those 
days a very high reputation for skill; and the wages of skilled 
men tended to be relatively higher in London as compared 
with the provinces than they are to-day. On the other hand, 
by the unanimous verdict of contemporaries, the London 
“mob” stood unsurpassed in drunkenness, ill-manners, and 
boisterous depravity. The writings of foreign visitors to 
England are filled with adverse comment on the perpetual 
disorder of the London streets and the perpetual rudeness of 
the people. These criticisms should doubtless be discounted 
to some extent — ^for the eighteenth -century traveller usually 
belonged to the higher social classes and was very ready to 
mistake independence for insubordination — but they cannot 
be altogether disregarded in face of the evidence of such 
Londoners as the Fieldings, or of the actual circumstances 
which accompanied the recurrent outbreaks of mob violence, 
such as the Gordon Riots. 

As the nineteenth century advanced London’s old staple 
trades, except those which were directly connected with com- 
merce and transport, began to melt away, and the relative 
importance of manufactures in London’s total economy for a 
time declined. But the expansion of the dress trades largely 
filled up the gap left by the decline of silk-weaving; and 
especially in the latter part of the century there was a very 
rapid growth of new consumers’ trades in the east end, in 
the neighbourhood of the Docks. Furniture-making, match- 
making, jam-making, and many other food trades settled in 
London to an increasing extent; printing expanded with the 
growth of newspapers and commercial advertising, and the 
lighter metal trades became rapidly more Important with the 
advent of telephones, gramophones, and, in our own day, 
electrical apparatus and wireless sets. Assembling worlu. 
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especially for motor-cars, grew numerous in the twentieth 
century, and many manufacturing industries established big 
depots as well as offices in the metropolitan area. .London's 
manufacturing activity again increased. It has been growing 
faster than ever during the past few years — though not so fast 
as the catering and amusement services. 

Thus London’s attractive power, as the focus of a great 
local market, as the capital of a world-wide empire and as 
the principal money-centre of the world, has given it to an 
increasing extent the capacity to adapt itself to all manner 
of economic activities which are not tied to a particular region 
by inescapable physical limitations. This power was great 
enough to prevent London from falling in relative population 
even during the period when industry, based on coal and 
iron, was making its most rapid advances in the North of 
England and in the industrial areas of the Clyde and South 
Wales. And to-day this power is increasing, because the 
attracting influence of coal and iron has been very greatly 
reduced. 

It would seem obvious that so great and rapidly developing 
a centre of economic and social life as London needs to be 
planned and governed as a whole. Yet never has London, 
since it overflowed the narrow boundaries of the medieyal 
city, possessed a common government. In 1 855, the year in 
which the Metropolis Management Act set up the Metropolitan 
Board of Works, a writer in The Times could even maintain 
that London did not really exist: 

We may really say that there is no such place as London at all, 
the huge city passing under this title being rent into an infinity 
of divisions, districts and areas. . . . Within the metropolitan limits 
the local administration is carried on by no less than three hundred 
different bodies deriving powers from about two hundred and fifty 
different local Acts, independent of General Acts, The number of 
Commissioners employed, though not precisely ascertainable. Sir 
Benjamin Hall estimated by his own computation at about fifteen 
thousand. 

In the sense given to the phrase by The Times in 1855, 
London still does not exist. The number of separate adminis- 
trative bodies responsible for' the government of the inner 
metropolitan area has indeed been reduced, and there has 
been a considerable co-ordination of certain essential services.. 
But even inner London is stiU administered by a host of 
separate bodies with no complete system of unifj^g control; 
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and the development of Greater London has brought into 
being a host of new administrative authorities fully as con- 
fusing and formidable in obstruction as those of the years 
before 1855. 

When the Metropolitan Board of Works was set up, for the 
purpose of equipping London with a main drainage “grid” — 
for that is what we should call it nowadays — the area allotted 
to it could reasonably be regarded as at any rate roughly 
coterminous with Greater London.’ But the Board of Works 
was never an effective central authority. It had no power to 
supersede the chaos of local bodies whose activities it was 
merely given the task of co-ordinating within one particular 
field; and, as it was indirectly elected on a federal basis by 
these very authorities, it was incapable of transcending the 
parochial spirit. It is true that a number of Acts of Parliament 
passed between 1855 and 1888 added considerably to the 
powers and functions of the Metropolitan Board of Works; 
but to the end it remained purely a federal sanitary authority, 
without any power to assume wider functions or to envisage 
the problem of London government as a whole. 

Thirty-three years after the establishment of the Board of 
Works, when Parliament at last decided to set up the London 
County Council on a basis of direct election by the whole 
body of London ratepayers, the Metropolis had already 
sprawled much further afield; but the boundaries laid down in 
1855 were retained without alteration. They remain exactly 
the same to-day; for every year since 1888 has made extension 
more difficult. For most administrative purposes, London 
to-day is still the London of 1855. Yet in that year Greater 
London had only about two and a half million inhabitants, 
whereas it has to-day between eight and nine millions, living 
in what is essentially a continuous urban area. 

Even in 1888 London was already spreading fast beyond 
the frontiers of 1 855, so that the new London County Council 
set to work under a tremendous handicap. The districts in 
which the most rapid development was taking place were 
already beyond its grasp, and it had to watch the metropolitan 
population spreading fast over suburban areas wholly beyond 
its co-ordinating control. Moreover, even after 1888 it took 
Parliament another eleven years to straighten out the tangle 
of local administrations within the restricted area assigned to 
the London County Council. The twenty-dght Metropolitan 
Boroughs, with their separate Councils and their responsibility 
for local duties which it had not been regarded as necessary 



76 PERSONS AND PERIODS 

to centralise in the hands of the L.C.C., were not established 
until 1S99, though they were largely based upon the twenty- 
seven London Parliamentary Boroughs which had been set 
up purely as electoral districts under the Redistribution Act 
of 1885. 

This is London’s tragedy — never to have had a government, 
and to seem to-day further off than ever from acquiring one. 
For it grows harder every year to rectify the old mistakes. 
Only a few years ago a Royal Commission on London Govern- 
ment practically abandoned its task in despair. Much more 
now than in 1888 will any attempt to include the sprawling 
suburbs within London’s government be fought by bitter and 
determined opponents. The County Boroughs, and many of 
the Municipal Boroughs, of Greater London will fight hard to 
preserve their independence — in many cases less from civic 
pride than because they have lower rates than they could 
hope for if they were within the L.C.C. area, so that to some 
extent their citizens can enjoy London’s common services with- 
out paying for them. Still more energetically will the County 
Councils of Middlesex, Surrey, Essex, Kent, and Hertfordshire 
resist any attempt to transfer to the London County Council, 
or to any unifying authority for Greater London, a substantial 
part of their present populations and a still larger proportion 
of their rateable values. To-day the London County Council, 
when it sets to work to clear slums or to re-house the over- 
crowded inhabitants of the poorer districts in the inner ring, 
is compelled largely to build its new houses outside its 
administrative area, so that they constitute an addition to the 
rateable value of the neighbouring districts. This may be a 
powerful logical argument for including these districts in the 
area of London government; but politically it makes their 
inclusion all the harder. 

London, then, has grown up without a plan, for it has 
be^n without any authority capable of making a plan. Since 
Wren and Evelyn drew up their comprehensive schemes for 
the rebuilding of London on the morrow of the Great Fire 
of 1666, no one, I think, has been venturesome enough to 
make, even on paper, a comprehensive plan for the develop- 
ment of the metropolis as a whole. After the Great Fire 
Wren’s and Evelyn’s plans were promptly jettisoned in face 
of the objections of London property-owners to being told 
what they were to do with their land. Vested interests were 
strong enough even then to veto planning on any adequate 
scale. 
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Since then a great many projectors have dreamed of planning 
London in one or another of its parts; but few of them have 
been given the opportunity, even on a small scale, of taking 
the task in hand. One of the few really considerable pieces of 
planning that have been carried through — the laying-out afresh 
of the area round Regent’s Park, and the driving of a new line 
of communication thence to Charing Cross, with Nash’s 
Regent Street as its principal architectural accomplishment — 
was made possible only because it could for the most part 
be developed upon Crown Lands, for which the existing leases 
had fortunately expired at the same time. There have been, 
of course, many other pieces of planning here and there on a 
smaller scale. The construction of Kingsway is a notable 
example. But in the main London has been left to grow 
without any sort of planning beyond the private plans drawn 
up by the proprietors of particular estates. There has been 
no one, and despite the strengthening of town-planning 
authority, there still is no one, with sufficient authority to 
plan for the development of London as a whole, even in areas 
which are not yet fully built up — much less for the re-develop- 
ment of districts in which every inch of land is already exploited 
to the full, in a purely commercial sense. And, if no one 
has been able to plan London architecturally, or in relation 
to its problems of traffic and communication, much less has 
its economic growth ever been subjected to any sort of co- 
ordinating review, or to any systematic attempt at balanced 
expansion of its various industries and services. 

But, it may be asked, will London continue to grow? We 
are told, in these days, that before long the population of 
England and Wales will be^n falling fast, and that within a 
generation or so the decline is destined to become catastrophic. 
About these matters I do not profess to know; for in the long 
run, at any rate, population has a way of playing the game of 
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itself. Moreover, unless war comes to devastate the dty,^ 
London is likely, under modern economic conditions, to retain 
its attractive power, and, in default of a major change in the 
course of economic development, to go on gathering people 
unto itself. It will not be surprising if before long one English- 
man in every four, instead of one in every five, comes to be a 
Londoner. 

Therefore, the need for planning exists now more than ever, 
and planning needs to be economic and riot simply social. 
We ought to be planning not only the buildings and open 
spaces of London, but the industries as well; and accordingly 
we require, now more than ever before, a common government 
for London as a whole — not to supersede, lesser authorities, 
but to complement and co-ordinate their work. But are we 
likely to get such an authority for Greater London — a regional, 
as distinct from a merely local, governing body? Not, I fear, 
until the notion of London as a city has sunk much deeper 
into the minds of most of its citizens than it has to-day; and 
not, I fear, until we set to work seriously to plan, not merely 
London, but the ordered development of Great Britain as 
a whole. 


ROADS, RIVERS, AND CANALS 

As recently as the middle of the eighteenth century, most 
travellers still went on horseback or on foot, and most goods 
were transported either by water, coastwise or on the river 
navigations, or, if they went by road, on pack-horses rather 
than in wheeled vehicles. Stage coaches had indeed begun to 
ply regularly on a few routes in the seventeenth century; and 
by 1750 there had been a considerable increase in the number 
and regularity of the routes in the South of England. More- 
over^ the service of horses for travelling .by post-chaise had 
been improved; and this method was used increasingly during 
the summer. There were also great lumbering stage-waggons, 
used mainly for transporting goods, but carrying poorer pas- 
sengers who could not afford more expensive conveyances. 


1 Written in 1937. 
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There were “railways” or trackways, especially in some of 
the ntining areas; but these were for horse-drawn vehicles, and 
were used only for conveying heavy goods to the nearest 
available river navigation, or to the sea. 

Roads and waterways were thus the two means of dommuni- 
cation which dominated the economic life of the eighteenth 
century, as they had dominated that of centuries before. 
But before the advent of the railways as a completely new 
and revolutionary force, a profound transformation was 
brought about in both these earlier channels of intercourse 
and exchange of goods. The roads of Great Britain were 
largely revolutionised by the turnpike system; and the water- 
ways acquired a new economic significance with the construc- 
tion of canals. Over the same period, the potentialities of 
sea-borne commerce were immensely enlarged, before the 
coming of steamships, by the improvement of the art of ship- 
designing, and by the building of docks and harbours of 
greater capacity and convenience. 

Yet travellers who moved about England in the eighteenth 
century — and still more those whose affairs took them into 
Scotland — seldom omitted to grumble about the roads. Many 
of these grumbles have been cited over and over again by 
•later writers — above all those of Arthur Young. But there 
were voices raised on the other side. Defoe, in the 1720’s, 
and a writer in the Gentleman's Magazine of 1754, both dwelt 
with admiratk)n on the immense improvements that had 
recently been made in the facilities of travel; and a French 
traveller, De Saussure, writing in the* time of George II, 
actually described the roads, especially in the neighbourhood 
of London, as “magnificent” by comparison with the roads 
of France. 

There is, in effect, no doubt, despite the prevalent censures, 
that throughout the eighteenth century the English roads were 
being rapidly improved. ' The trouble was, not that the roads 
were getting worse, but that they were being called upon to 
carry a quite unprecedentedly heavy volume of traffic. Pas- 
senger travel was increasing ffist, and the number and weight 
of passenger vehicles on the roads were growing every year 
at a pace comparable in proportion ‘with that of the recent 
growth of motor traffic. At the 'same time the expansion of 
industry, and the rapidly developing trade of the provinces 
with London and with overseas markets, were causing a big 
increase in the quantity of goods which had to be carried by 
road, at least to the sea or to the nearest available waterway. 
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The development of towns was swelling the development of 
traiSic proceeding from the surrounding country towards the 
market centres; and over the greater part of the country the 
pack-horse was steadily being replaced by the cart or waggon. 

Under these conditions, the entire road surface of England 
needed to be re-made, in order to endure a quite different 
type of traffic from that for which it had been meant. Up to 
the eighteenth century, most roads were soft roads, intended 
principally for horses or at the most for light vehicles not 
carrying heavy loads. Sometimes there was a stone cause- 
way, broad enough to take a horseman or a pack-horse, but 
not designed for wheeled vehicles, which had to use the soft 
road. In summer, when most of the travelling was done, 
such roads often served well enough until they were called 
upon to bear the impact of heavy coaches and waggons carrying 
big loads of merchandise. When vehicles of these types did 
begin to ply upon them, they collapsed. The heavy vehicles 
wore deep ruts, which made the roads difficult for lighter 
vehicles or for travellers on horseback; and when goods came 
to be moved, and people to travel, extensively in winter as well 
as in summer, the roads became mere strips of slush between 
the fields on either side. 

The difficulty was seriously aggravated by the development 
of agricultural enclosure. In many parts of the country until 
well on in the eighteenth century the road was, over Jong 
stretches, not so much a made road as a right ^f way across 
open stretches of common land. When the existing track be- 
came impassable; the traveller merely took another beside it 
across the fields; and this his right of passage gave him a full 
legal right to do. In certain counties, where the land had 
already been enclosed, these conditions did not exist; and in 
these areas, notably in parts of Kent and Sussex, the roads 
were notoriously bad. In the course of the eighteenth century 
the enclosure movement spread rapidly over most of the 
country, except in the far north. Hedges and fences were put 
up on each side of the road; and it became impossible for 
horses and vehicles to take a new track, however rutted or 
bogged with mud the defined road might have become. This 
largely accounts for the' perpetual complaints of actual road 
deterioration, especially in the case of cross-country journeys; 
for, as we shall see, the road improvements of the eighteenth 
century affected mainly the major roads, and it was not till 
well on in the nineteenth century that the problem of the 
bv-roads was taken seriously in hand, 
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Let us try to illustrate the effect of the enclosures by an 
example. Let us follow an imaginary traveller in the middle 
of the eighteenth century on a journey from Berwick-on-Tweed 
as far as the crossing of the Thames at Tilbury, supposing his 
mission to require that he should turn aside to visit a number 
of important places by the way. Let us, in effect, imagine a 
traveller bound a generation later on the same sort of mission 
as Defoe undertook again and again for Harley at the begin- 
ning of the century. Let us see, as far as we can, what manner 
of roads he would have found. 

From Berwick-on-Tweed to Newcastle-on-Tyne he would 
have followed an “open” — that is, unenclosed — ^road all the 
way, except for short stretches in the neighbourhood of the 
towns of Alnwick and Morpeth. South of Newcastle, on' 
leaving Gateshead, he would have found more open road 
till he came to the “street- way” — so named in the old guides — 
leading to Chester-le- Street. Thence to Durham he would 
have followed mostly a made road; and from Durham to 
Darlington he would have found only about a quarter of 
the distance unenclosed. 

From Darlington southwards he would have been on an 
enclosed road as far as Topcliff-— not a great distance; but 
thence to York, via Boroughbridge, was still mainly open road. 
From York we may suppose him turning away towards the 
West Riding towns, along enclosed roads except over the long 
open stretch of Bramham Moor to Leeds. From Leeds to 
Halifax was partly made road, but with a number of open 
stretches. 

But now comes a difficulty. Suppose our traveller had 
wished to return from Halifax across Yorkshire by Sheffield 
and Doncaster to Hull, In 1750 he would have found such a 
journey very difficult even on horseback, except in the summer 
months; for it would have meant riding along endless lanes 
and across stretches of open country with practically no roads 
at all. Let us assume, then, that our traveller was making his 
journey in the summer; for assuredly no sane man would in 
1746 have set out on such a pilgrimage in winter-time. 

From Hull our traveller could have ferried over to Barton in 
Lincolnshire. Right across this county, through Lincoln to 
Sleaford, the roads were still unenclosed. From Sleaford let 
us suppose that he turned aside to Boston, then an important 
commercial town. This would have meant a journey with 
enclosed roads at either end, but all the middle part over open 
land. From Boston to King’s Lynn he would have ridden 



82 PERSONS AND PERIODS 

among muddy lanes — a very trying journey — and from Lynn 
to Thetford across open country, and then Q*om Thetford to 
Norwich he would have found a made road. From Norwich 
to Yarmouth and thence to Ipswich was again made road; but 
from Ipswich to Bury St. Edmunds involved either a cross-- 
country journey mainly by narrow lanes and some open 
country, or else a long detour half-way back to Norwich. 
From Bury St. Edmunds to Sudbury meant again a winding 
course through narrow lanes, and from Sudbury to Colchester 
the conditions were much the same. 

Thereafter from Colchester to Chelmsford our traveller 
could have followed the relatively well-made London road; 
but from Chelmsford to Tilbury would have been again a 
cross-country journey by lanes and by-ways, largely through 
sodden and marshy land. 

A similar traveller in 1820 would have found the journey 
a very different matter. Right from Berwick-on -Tweed as far 
as Tadcaster south of York he would have been following 
the road of the Royal Mail, made and adapted for heavy 
vehicle traffic in winter and summer alike. From Tadcaster 
to Leeds and Halifax and back through Wakefield to Don- 
caster he would have found the roads less good, but still quite 
tolerable in all weathers; and he would have been able to 
use a regular, though not a mail, road from Doncaster to 
Hull. From Barton-on-Humber right across Lincolnshire he 
would have been back on a great mail road, turning off at 
Sleaford by a quite tolerable direct road to Boston, where he 
would again have picked up the mail road. He could then 
either have turned along a by-road direct to King’s Lynn, 
ferrying across a narrow channel of the Wash at the mouth 
of the Welland; or he could have gone round by a better road 
through Wisbech. From Lynn to Norwich direct was still 
poor road; but there was a good road to Thetford, and a mail 
road thence to Norwich, whence there was a fair, road to 
Yarmouth, and a mail road again from Yarmouth to Ipswich. 

From Ipswich to Bury St. Edmunds there was a good road 
as far as Stowmarket, and thence only a fair one. From 
Bury to Sudbury was a good made road, from Sudbury a fair 
road to Neyland, and then a good one to Colchester. From 
Colchester to Chelmsford was exceUent mail road, and a few 
miles beyond Chelmsford a fair direct road turned off to 
Tilbury. 

Even in 1820 our second traveller could still have found a 
Am! nf unenclosed road in the northern part of the 
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country, and elsewhere across heaths and commons, as he 
might even to-day. But in 1 820 he would have been journeying 
over most of the distance along hard roads, adapted to heavy 
traffic and to use in all weathers. Only cross-country con- 
necting roads, and occasional notorious stretches of main 
road, were still in a deplorable condition. 

This great change had been proceeding continuously for 
more than a century. The stage coach, which gave the same 
impetus to road improvement as the motor-car is giving to-day, 
had been introduced during the first half of the seventeenth 
century, and had begun to ply over long distances before 
1 660. The first “flying” coach, between Oxford and London, 
began running in 1669. The big rumbling stage waggon, 
carrying impecunious passengers as well as goods, had begun 
even earlier, in the reign of Elizabeth. But until about 1750 
stage coaches were not very numerous; and there was about 
the same time a rapid increase in the number of stage waggons 
and other heavy vehicles on the roads. This caused an im- 
mense spate of road legislation in Parliament: apart from 
public Acts dealing with roads and highways, there were over 
1600 private Turnpike Acts between 1751 and 1790, and 
2450 more between 1790 and 1830, as against about 400 
in the first half of the eighteenth century. 

This brings us to the question of the methods by which 
the roads were maintained and improved. In the middle ages 
road maintenance had been extensively undertaken by the 
monasteries; and their dissolution compelled the State to make 
alternative provision. This was done under the Highways, 
Acts of 1555, 1562, and 1586, which established temporarily, 
then renewed, and then made permanent the system of “statute 
labour” for the upkeep of the roads. 

Under this system, which was still in force in the eighteenth 
century, each parish was made responsible for the roads in 
its own area, and was compelled to appoint an unpaid Surveyor 
of Highways, whose task it was to keep the roads repaired 
with the aid of the compulsory labour of the parishioners, and 
of carts and road materials compulsorily supplied by them. 
For certain days in each year everyone in the parish was com- 
pelled to labour on the highways, or to send a substitute; and 
carts and materials had to be supplied free of charge by land- 
lords and farmers. The Surveyors, amateurs at the task, and 
with no funds to requisition skilled assistance, had to do the 
best they could with this “statute labour”; but in fact they 
often did much less than their best— for the office of Surveyor 
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was compulsory, and no one nominated by the parish could 
refuse to serve. The parishioners, moreover, were usually 
reluctant to supply labour, or carts and horses, or materials; 
and commonly the work of repair was at best perfunctorily 
done. The worst holes were mended by throwing earth And 
stone into them; and sometimes wattles were used to make a 
foundation of sorts. But improvement, as distinct from mere 
casual mending, was seldom attempted by the parishes. The 
County Justices from time to time made some attempt to 
improve the roads by ordering parishes which were “presented* 
before them to mend their habits; but these efforts were 
sporadic and for the most part ineffective. The parish system 
with its use of unskiUed and reluctant labour was inevitably 
ineffective. 

Under the Commonwealth an attempt was made to get rid 
of this unsatisfactory system, and to replace it by the levying 
of local rates for highway repair, assessed on local property- 
owners, and also by spreading the burden more evenly between 
neighbouring parishes. But in 1 662 the Parliament of Charles 
II undid the Commonwealth’s work, and put back the system 
of statute labour, with only the difference that optional power 
was now given to the Surveyors to levy r§tes in order to 
supplement the statute work. This power, though it was more 
than once reaffirmed by Parliament before 1700, was in fact 
little used; for rates were unpopular both among the dominant 
landlord class and among the farmers, who particularly resented 
being made to maintain roads designed for through traffic. 

In 1663 came the first experimental use of a new method 
which was to be responsible for the main road improvements 
of the eighteenth century. The first Turnpikes were set up, 
under an Act empowering the Justices of Hertfordshire, Cam- 
bridgeshire, and Huntingdonshire to levy tolls and apply the 
proceeds to repairing and improving the roads. This was done 
because the bad condition of the roads in these counties was 
interfering seriously with communications with East Anglia, 
the Midlands, and the North. But this Act was not permanent ; 
and after something had been done under it to set the roads 
in order, it was allowed to expire. The tolls were taken off, 
and the turnpikes removed. 

But the new device, of making road-users themselves pay 
for the upkeep of the roads, was too good to be abandoned. 
It was much preferred to statute labour by many landowners 
and farmers. There were several more Turnpike Acts between 
1663 and 1706, when the new system entered on a fresh phase. 
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Hitherto, the power to levy tolls and erect turnpikes had been 
given to the County Justices; but in 1706 Parliament created 
the first Turnpike Trust. 

A Turnpike Trust was an institution for maintaining the 
roads, administered by a body of Commissioners, at first 
usually local gentry, nominated under a private Act of Parlia- 
ment. The Trust was empowered to erect toll-gates, and to 
levy tolls on vehicles using the road, according to prescribed 
scales. The Trusts were not profit-making bodies — or were 
not supposed to be — though they had power to borrow capital 
at interest in anticipation of revenue. They took over from 
the parishes the maintenance of the stretches of road for which 
they were set up; but at first the establishment of a Turnpike 
Trust did not exempt the parishioners from statute labour. 
In 1716, however, power was given to the parishes to pay a 
sum of money, raised by a rate, in lieu of statute labo.ur to 
the Turnpike Trust, and this practice gradually became fairly 
general. 

Most of the Trusts were set up for quite short stretches of 
road, on the initiative of local landowners or business people. 
The system spread gradually; but there was little turnpildng 
except on main roads — for elsewhere the tolls would not have 
met the cost — nor were the main roads nearly all turnpiked. 
A traveller even along a main road in the late eighteenth 
century would have found stretches of turnpike, especially near 
towns or between neighbouring towns, alternating with long 
tracts of road still under statute labour. Consequently, there 
were immense variations in the condition of the same road* at 
different points. Some turnpikes, especially where the tolls 
had failed to come up to expectations, were very ill maintained; 
and many were badly, and some fraudulently, managed. But 
in general the turnpiked stretches of road were very much 
superior to those which were left under the older system. 

The turnpikes were, however, for a long time exceedingly 
unpopular. The “Turnpike Riots,” most extensive between 
1735 and 1750, were among the most widespread and turbulent 
manifestations of popular discontent in the eighteenth century. 
The turnpike gates were again and again broken down, and 
even the toll-houses burnt, by angry crowds resentful at being 
made to pay for the right of passage. Nor were the riots 
without warrant., The House of Commons Committee -of 
Enquiry in 1752 found many abuses and extortions in the 
conduct of the Trusts; and something was done to put them 
ri^t. Thereafter there was less rioting, as people got used 
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to the system; but right up to 1830 popular feeling continued 
to flare up from time to time, and then gates would be broken 
down, and there would be trials for rioting, and the outcry 
against the Trusts would be taken up in the more Radical 
newspapers. 

The early Turnpike Commissioners were for the most part 
country gentlemen. But, as the system developed, this social 
exclusiveness tended to disappear. Tradesmen, and especially 
innkeepers, often managed to get chosen as Commissioners, 
though Parliament legislated from time to time in order to 
keep them out. Innkeepers were objected to most of all, on 
the ground that they tried to turn their office into a source 
of profit. But where gentlemen were responsible for the 
Trusts they could not be expected to do the work of manage- 
ment themselvfes. It was the regular practice to farm out the 
tolls to contractors who offered a fixed payment to the trustees, 
and then depended for their profit on collecting from the road- 
users more than they had undertaken to pay. These cop- 
tractors in turn commonly entered into special bargains with 
regular users of the road — stage coach or waggon proprietors 
— who compounded for a fixed annual payment in return for 
a free passage for their vehicles. 

This system opened the way to the regular evasion of the 
limits upon the loads to be carried; and the actual gate- 
keepers could often be bribed by road-users into connivance in 
breaches of the law about loads and breadth of wheels. The 
consequence was that turnpike charges fell very unevenly upon 
different vehicles, and that occasional travellers were in most 
cases charged more than regular users of the road. 

Moreover, Parliament persistently kept up the fiction that 
the turnpikes were meant to be temporary. Powers were 
usually given to the Trusts for a period of twenty-one years; 
and their renewal involved the promotion of a new private 
Bill in Parliament. This was an expensive business; and an 
appreciable part of the receipts from the tolls had to be spent 
in legal and parliamentary expenses. There was also a 
temptation, whenever renewal was uncertain, for the Trusts to 
let the roads deteriorate as much as possible towards the end 
of their terms, in order both to secure a larger profit and to 
strengthen the case for a further grant of powers on a promise 
to put them in better condition. 

Meanwhile, Parliament had also been, trying to remedy the 
condition of the highways by other means. In the early 
seventeenth century there «had been an attempt, by a Royal 
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Proclamation of 1 621 , to restrict the size and weight of vehicles 
using the roads; but there was so much opposition that the 
order had to be withdrawn. In 1718 Parliament tried to 
secure the same object by restricting the number of horses 
that were to be allowed to draw a vehicle on the public roads; 
and in 1741 “weighing engines” were authorised on the turn- 
pikes, with discriminative tolls against heavy vehicles. These 
“engines” were made compulsory in 1751; and in 1753 
Parliament passed the “Broad Wheels Act,” laying down nine 
inches as the minimum breadth for the wheels of vehicles, 
except light carts and traps, using the roads. The idea of this 
was that the broad wheels, instead of wearing ruts, would roll 
out the roads, and so keep them fit for traffic. There was 
much more legislation about the weight of vehicles, the breadth 
of wheels and their distance apart, and similar matters in the 
following decades, especially in the Turnpike and Highways 
Acts of 1767 and 1773. 

These two Acts embody the principal attempt made during 
the eighteenth century to render more efficient the system of 
statute labour on the general highways, as distinct from the 
turnpike roads. They readjusted the burden of providing 
labour, cartage, and materials, so as to make it bear less 
heavily on the poorer inhabitants; and they also legalised the 
compounding system, which had already been applied exten- 
sively without legal sanction, and gave definite power to 
the parish authorities to levy rates if statute labour proved to 
be inadequate. But at the same time they conferred on Justices 
of the Peace powers to divert highways, or to stop them up 
altogether, on grounds of redundancy. This power was often 
abused, both where an infiuential Justice objected to a highway 
crossing his own land and where it was used in order to reduce 
expenditure by closing roads which were really needed. The 
idea behind the Acts was that the parishes, if they were given 
fewer roads to maintain, would be able to keep them in 
better order. But this was by no means always what actually 
happened. 

At the same time Parliament attempted to establish some 
supervision over the Turnpike Trusts, by making them amen- 
able to control by the County Justices, of whom they had 
previously been independent because they derived their powers 
directly from Parliament. A property qualification for 
Trustees was also introduced; but neither change produced 
much effect. Nor did subsequent attempts, in 1778 and 
1790, to restrict the number of passengers allowed to ^be 
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carried on stage coaches meet with a better fate; for the 
provisions remained for the most part a dead letter in face 
of the compounding system used by the coach proprietors. 

Meanwhile the attempt to enforce broad wheels was still 
continued even in the Turnpike Act of 1822, and was only 
abandoned in the General Highways Act of 1835, which 
abolished all regulation of wheels and weights, and also did 
away at a blow with the entire system of statute labour, and 
substituted local rates for highway purposes. Thus statute 
labour on the roads disappeared under the Reformed Parlia- 
ment at the same time as the old Poor Law, under which 
extensive use had been made of pauper labour for highway 
maintenance. 

The reform of the Poor Law had, in fact, made a new 
system indispensable. After the introduction of the Speen- 
hamland system of poor relief in the 1790*s, the labour of 
paupers — agricultural labourers displaced by enclosure or 
domestic workers ruined by the migration of domestic in- 
dustries to the factory districts — ^was more and more substituted 
for the older system of compulsory “statute labour.” The 
parishes, with a mass of unwanted paupers on their hands 
all over the South and West of England, naturally found 
employment for them on the roads, and thus released the rest 
of the inhabitants from an irksome and unpopular obligation. 
But, when statute labour had once been allowed to fall largely 
into disuse, it was impossible to reimpose it with success. 
The road engineers, by this time able to speak with some 
authority, were emphatic in asserting the inefficiency of both 
pauper and statute labour, and the superior economy of 
employing regular workers and paying them out of public 
rates — where the roads were not turnpiked, so as to proyide 
a revenue from the tolls. Accordingly, the year after the 
enactment of the new Poor Law of 1834, Parliament swept 
the old system of statute labour finally away; and thereafter 
road maintenance became, on the highways as well as the 
turnpikes, a contractor’s job, to be paid for on an ordinary 
commercial basis. 

This, however, was only after a century of vain endeavour 
to make the parish system work, and, on both highways and 
turnpikes, to make the traffic adapt itself to the roads, rather 
than provide better roads to meet the developing needs of the 
age. There is something almost grotesque in Parliament’s 
persistent devotion to the cult of the “broad wheel.” For, 
qujte apart from the regularity with which the legislation 
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prescribing the breadth of wheels was evaded or ignored, the 
conception behind it was radically at fault. Whereas the 
narrow-wheeled vehicles made deep ruts in the soft eighteenth- 
century roads, the broad-wheeled vehicles, so beloved of 
Parliament, were no less destructive in another way. With 
their heavy loads, they simply ground the loose road surface 
to powder; and thereafter winds blew it away or the rains 
soon reduced it to a sodden pulp. What was needed in order 
to make the roads fit for heavy trafiic was a better and stronger 
surface and, equally, improved drainage. This involved expert 
road engineering, which the statute labour system was quite 
incapable of providing. The Turnpike Trusts, able to engage 
skilled assistance, gave the opportunity for a new profession. 
John Metcalfe — “Blind Jack of Knaresborough’ — was the first 
of the great road engineers; and after him came Thomas 
Telford and John Loudon McAdam, whose name is still alive 
in the new road surface which he devised. Metcalfe was the 
pioneer of road drainage, by making ditches along the sides 
and giving the roads a convex surface off which the water 
could run freely; and he also insisted on the need for firm 
foundations. Telford, first noted as a bridge builder, began by 
improving the road between Glasgow and Carlisle, and later 
on was the engineer of the famous new road from London to 
Holyhead, which was put in hand in 1815 under a Board of 
Parliamentary Commissioners, empowered to replace the entire 
road, and to enforce conformity on the numerous small Turn- 
pike Trusts along its route. Telford was notable for his 
insistence on really firm foundations and easy gradients; and 
the Holyhead road became the wonder of the great coaching 
age just before the railway age. McAdam, after road 
experience in Scotland, became the leading turnpike engineer 
in the west of England and later in London, where he and 
his sons succeeded in consolidating the London turnpike roads 
into something more like a unified system. He was less con- 
cerned than Telford with strong foundations, and more with 
a good convex surface, impervious to water and easily drained • 
Perhaps his greatest achievement in the eyes of his contem- 
poraries was that his roads were a great deal cheaper to 
build than Telford’s, and also cheaper to maintain. Mc- 
Adam, in fact, was even more a cheapener than an 
improver of road construction and upkeep. He was able 
to show that what Telford had achieved at very high cost 
could be done much more cheaply by his own methods, 
which involved less weighty and expensive foundations, and 
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depended more on really effective drainage than on any 
other factpr. 

These three men, and the host of lesser engineers who 
applied and developed their methods, revolutionised the art 
of road-making; and the magnitude of their achievements 
caused contemporaries to look on the older roads as much 
worse than they had seemed Only a little time before. The 
new standards set by the road improvers partly explain the 
spate of criticism of road surfaces wherever the road engineers 
had not made them hew. 

While these changes were being made in the roj^ds, the 
vehicles upon them were changing too. These changes were 
in part closely connected with the development of the “post.” 
The postmaster in each town in the eighteenth century was not 
primarily a deliverer of letters and packets, though that was 
part of his business. His primary function was to supply 
horses for those travellers who “posted” on horseback or 
in vehicles over the country. The traveller who went “post” 
changed his horses at each st^ge; and it w^^ the affair of the 
postmaster to have horses waiting at the “relay” posts. This 
system had been regulated by Proclamation in 1583, and 
again in 1603, when the postmasters, whose chief rivals were 
the innkeepers, were given a prior right in the supply of 
horses. 

Up to about 1750 travellers who “posted” usually rode; 
but thereafter there was a rapid increase in posting by wheel. 
In 1 720 Ralph Allen, one of the leading citizens of Bath, had 
been given the contract for the cross-country delivery of letters 
by postboys on horseback. In 1784 John Palmer of Reading 
secured, in face of strong opposition from vested interests in 
the Post Office, the contract for carrying the mails by his new 
Mail Coaches, which speedily became the regular means of 
conveying passengers also along many of the principal roads. 

“Posting” by hired or private light vehicles gradually 
declined as public conveyances on the roads improved. From 
the middle of the eighteenth century the comforts and con- 
veniences of coaching gradually advanced, not only as the 
roads became better, but also as progress was made in the 
design and springing of the vehicles. Up to about 1750 
coaches, as well as stage waggons, were without springs; but 
thereafter increasing attention was given to design, and many 
different types of coaches and chaises were put on the market. 
Coach-building, especially in London, came to be *one of 
the most important trades. More and more public vehicles 
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made their appearance on the roads; and facilities for public 
carriage of goods were also multiplied fast. 

To a great extent the provision of coaches fell into the hands 
of the innkeepers, who had long been the rivals of the post- 
masters in the posting business. In London there grew up 
big firms, owning whole fleets of coaches and many hundreds 
of horses; and these firms often bought up provincial as well 
as London inns. It became possible to select between many 
alternative lines and routes for journeys between the principal 
towns; and the choice involved a number of considerations. 
There were swift “flying” coaches planned for speed, reliable 
coaches travelling at a steadier pace, *and, especially to Bath 
and other health resorts, invalid and family coaches which 
took twice as long over the journey as their “flying” com- 
petitors, but were guaranteed not to jolt or spill the passengers. 
The great coaching days described by Dickens in his novels 
had begun: the “flying” coach seemed to contemporaries the 
ultimate wonder of speed and mobility — until the railways 
came to end its dominance, and sadly to diminish the glory 
of the famous coaching inns, which are now climbing back to 
favour in the new era of travel by motor-car. 

A few examples of thfe time taken in journeying from London 
to various parts of the country in 1750 and at certain later 
dates will serve to illustrate both the magnitude of the change 
in conditions of travel even before the coming of railways, 
and also its continuity. It must of course be borne in mind 
that there was in 1750 a substantial difference between summer 
and winter rates of travel, whereas this had largely disappeared 
well before 1830. 

Until about 1750 the journey from London to Edinburgh 
usually took from ten to twelve days. By 1775 it could be 
done in four days and by 1800 in three. In 1822 the best 
time was under 51 hours, and by 1830 it was 46 hours. It 
took rather longer to get to Glasgow in 1750, because of the 
extreme badness of the western r<5ad north of Lancashire; but' 
it could be reached in four days by 1780, and in 47 hours 
by 1822. Holyhead took three days to reach in 1785, and only 
27 hours in 1835, when the new road was finished. Lee^ 
was a three days’ journey from London in 1760, and one of 
26 hours in 1830. The times for Liverpool were about the 
same as for Leeds. Manchester also took three days in 1760; 
but by 1830 the fastest coaches got there in 17 or 18 hours. 
Newcastle-on-Tyne was six days’ journey from London in 
1750, and three days in 1775; but by 1830 it could be reached 
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in 26 hours by the quickest route in summer. The time 
needed to reach Bath and Bristol feU from two days in 1750 
to 12^ and 14 hours in 1822. The time taken in getting to 
Brighton came down from a full day to 5i hours; and the 
journey to Dover, which could not be reached in a day in 
1750, took 10 hours round about 1820. Shrewsbury required 
four days to reach in summer in 1750, and only 16 hours 
in 1830. 

The times here recorded are all the shortest available 
according to the published coaching tables. Many coaches 
went much more slowly; and many travellers continued to 
prefer comfort to speed. There were still two-day coaches to 
Bath in the 1820’s. 

When a traveller did want to journey at speed the improve- 
ment was sufficiently remarkable. By 1830, on a rough 
average, the time taken in getting from one place to another 
by coach had been cut to something between one-third and 
one-fifth of the time needed in the middle of the eighteenth 
century. This change, however, was chiefly for the well-to- 
do; for coaching was, and remained, expensive. The new 
flying coaches carried very few passengers — the mail coaches 
usuaDy but four inside and none outside; and even the some- 
what slower coaches which carried outside passengers at lower 
rates than inside made charges which the poorer sections of 
the population could not hope to afford. The working classes 
did not travel by coach; they continued to use the slow 
stage-waggons or the local carriers’ carts — or to walk. Or 
rather, most of them stayed where they were, or ventured 
afield only when they belonged to skilled crafts, with “houses 
of call” or friendly arrangements between local Trade Clubs 
in different towns, or set out afoot to seek their fortune in the 
great metropolis or in one of the growing factory districts. 
The “coaching age” was much less democratic than the railway 
age which followed hard upon it. Despite all the road 
improvements of the early nineteenth century, it remained 
difficult, at least until the 1840’s, for the ordinary workman 
to travel far afield. 

Such was the revolution on the roads, of which about 22,000 
miles, out of a total mileage of 127,000, had been turnpiked 
by 1838. The second revolution in transport affected goods 
much more than passengers. For the carriage of heavy goods 
England in 1750 depended chiefly on her navigable rivers. 
There were at that time five great systems of river navigation 
—those of the Humber, the Wash, the Thames, the Bristol 
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Channel, and the Mersey estuary. Each of these systems em- 
braced a number of rivers, navigable for the most part not 
by ships but by barges, and liable to serious interruptions at 
certain seasons owing to shortage of water, through silting up. 
or through failure to keep the channel in good order. When 
a river is described as “navigable” it must not be assumed 
that it was so at all seasons, or in all years. Thus, the Dee 
was continually silting up and having new channels cut in 
order to give access to Chester, and there were constant 
troubles over the upper reaches of the Wye and Severn, and 
over the Thames itself. There were, moreover, often strong 
local jealousies and obstructions. Each municipal corporation 
wanted its river, if it had one, to be navigable from the sea 
up to its own town, but often obstructed making it navigable 
any further, in order to shut out up-river competition, and 
in the hope of making itself the centre for the transhipment of 
goods from places further inland. Nottingham and Burton- 
on-Trent waged perpetual warfare over the Trent navigation; 
and the Corporation and leading citizens of Nottingham spent 
large sums of money in trying to prevent the citizens of Burton 
and Derby from getting powers to improve the Trent and 
Derwent beyond their city. 

It is worth while to describe briefly these five great 
navigations. With luck, barges could get up the Thames 
beyond Oxford as far as Cricklade; and the Thames served 
most of Middlesex, Surrey, Hertfordshire, Buckinghamshire, 
Oxfordshire, and Berkshire. There were tributary navigations 
by the Wey to Guildford, by the Mole to Leatherhead, by the 
Roding to Ongar, by the Lea to Ware and Hertford, and by 
the Kennet to Reading and Newbury. 

Apart from the Thames the south of England was poorly 
served with river navigation. The Medway was navigable as 
far as Maidstone, and the Kentish Stour as far as Fordwich, 
a few miles from Canterbury. There was a very little 
navigation on some of the Sussex rivers quite near their 
mouths, and on the Itchen past Southampton. The Avon in 
Wiltshire was navigable to quite near Salisbury, and the Exe 
as far as Exeter. But apart from these there was no navigation 
of importance along the whole of the South Coast. 

The Bristol Channel group of rivers began in the south with 
the Parret, which was navigable as far as Bridgwater and 
Langport, and by way of the Tone to Taunton. Next came 
the Avon, navigable past Bristol to Bath. But the two chief 
rivers of this group were the Severn and the Wye. Barges 
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could get up the Severn right past Shrewsbury, and sometimes 
as far as Welshpool; and into the Severn ran the Warwickshire 
Avon, navigable to Stratford and Warwick, the Salwarpe navi- 
gable to Droitwich, and the Stoiir to Stourbridge. Stourbridge 
was of considerable importance as the nearest navigable water 
to Birmingham, and also as a terminal for local carriage from 
Cheshire and Staffordshire. The Wye could be navigated as 
far as Hereford, and barges could get by way of the Lug as 
far as Leominster. This river system did something to open 
up Central Wales and the Welsh Marches, and was of vital 
importance, especially before the rise of Liverpool, for com- 
munications with Bristol. Wales had no other river com- 
munications except in the West, where the Towy was navigable 
only as far as Carmarthen. 

North Wales was served, where it was served at all, by land 
carriage to and from the Dee or the Mersey and its tributaries. 
Thfe Dee was navigable only as far as Chester, and that pre- 
cariously because of the silt. Nor was the Mersey itself open 
beyond Warrington ; but it communicated, by way of the Irwell 
Navigation, with Manchester, by the Weaver with Northwich 
and Nantwich, and by the Dane with Middlewich, which was 
an important terminal for trade with the interior, including 
land cartage to the Trent system at Burton or Derby. Further 
north, Wigan could be reached by the Douglas, and the Ribble 
was navigable a little way up to Preston. In Cumberland, 
Cockermouth as well as Workington was served by the 
Derwent, and Carlisle by the Eden. That completes the 
navigable rivers of the West. 

On the North-East vessels of small burthen could get to 
Newcastle, but not beyond the bridge. Most of the ships 
stopped in Shields Roads, and were served by barges plying 
up and down the Tyne to and from Newcastle. Sunderland 
could be reached by the Wear; but there was no other river 
navigation of importance north of the Humber group of rivers 
— the most extensive river navigations in the whole country. 
In this region, to the north, Beverley Brook could be navigated 
as far as Beverley, the Ouse to York, and the Yorkshire 
Derwent, which runs into the Ouse, right up to New Malton, 
whence Scarborough was not far off across the moors. The 
Aire and Calder Navigation, much improved just before the 
canal age, served Leeds and Wakefield, and the TDon, Don- 
caster, Rotherham, and Sheffield. But far more extensive was 
the Trent Navigation, which, reaching only to Nottingham in 
the seventeenth century, was extended up the river to Burton 
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in the eighteenth despite the opposition of the Nottingham 
Corporation, and by way of the Derwent served Derby also. 
Into the Trent ran the Idle, navigable to Bawtry and East 
Retford; and, to the east, the ancient artificial waterway called 
Foss Dyke connected the Trent with the Witham, making a 
continuous route for barges from the Humber to the Wash, 
by way of Lincoln and Boston. 

The Witham, thus linked with the Trent, formed the northern 
arm of the Wash group of rivers. South of the Witham the 
Welland was navigable to Stamford, and the Nen, by its 
newer cut, to Wisbech and Peterborough and right on to 
Northampton. The Greater Ouse, reaching tidal water at 
King’s Lynn, served St. Ives, Huntingdon, and Bedford, and 
had important tributaries — the Cam, navigable to Cambridge, 
the Lark to Mildenhall and Bury St. Edmunds, and the Little 
Ouse to Thetford. 

There remain only the relatively short navigations of the 
Yare to Norwich, the Waveney to Beccles, the Orwell to 
Ipswich, the Suffolk Stour to Sudbury, and the Colne to 
Colchester. These complete the record of England’s navigable 
waterways before the coming of the canals. 

If we follow the navigable courses of these rivers on the 
map, we shall see that all Eastern England between Humber 
and Thames was well served with river-ways. On the other 
hand, the North-East and the counties along the South Coast 
had practically none. Wales was almost devoid of navigable 
rivers except the Severn, and Lancashire and the North-West 
had very little, except in the extreme south of Lancashire. 
Moreover, there was a large tract of Central England, including 
Birmingham and Stoke-on-Trent, and also Leicestershire, 
which had no available waterways at all. These facts, impor- 
tant in settling the location of people and industries in the 
eighteenth century, were also of vital significance in creating 
the demand for canals, and in making Birmingham the canal 
metropolis of England. 

The canal age opened with the enterprises of Brindley and 
the Duke of Bridgewater in the neighbourhood of Manchester. 
A canal is essentially an artificial waterway, usually involving 
locks, as distinct from a mere “cut” designed to improve a 
natural river. There had been many “cuts” before the canal 
age. The Exeter “Canal” was finished in 1567, and the 
Worsley Brook Navigation was authorised in 1 737. The Duke 
of Bridgewater’s Sankey Brook Navigation, an embryonic 
canal, was begun in 1755. But the first real canal in the modem 
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sense was the Bridgewater Canal from Runcorn to Manchester, 
engineered by Brindley — much to the annoyance of the pro- 
prietors of the older Irwell Navigation. Thereafter canals 
came speedily one after another. The Canal Age effectively 
begins with the completion of the Grand Trunk Canal, which 
opened up water communication right across England from 
west to east, and thus made it possible to transport European 
produce to Liverpool, and American produce to the Con- 
tinental markets, without coastwise carriage right round the 
island. The Grand Trunk Canal, linking the Trent with the 
Mersey, was begun in 1766 and finished in 1777. It ran from 
the Bridgewater Canal near Runcorn into the Trent below 
Burton, opening up the rapidly developing Potteries round 
Stoke-on-Trent, and linking Liverpool with the Midlands as 
well as with continental Europe. From the Grand Trunk the 
Coventry Canal, begun in 1 768, and the Oxford Canal, begun 
in 1769, gave by 1790 through communication by water from 
the Trent and the Mersey to the Thames. Thenceforward, 
goods could reach London from both Lancashire and York- 
shire without being carried by sea. 

Another extensive canal, the Leeds and Liverpool, was 
begun in 1770. But in this case, owing to the lie of the land, 
there were formidable engineering diflSculties, and it was 
found necessary to take a very roundabout route. The Leeds 
and Liverpool Canal was not open for all its length till 1816, 
but when it had been finished it linked the two terminals by 
way of Wigan, Blackburn, Colne, and Skipton, and thus 
opened up important coal and textile districts. 

Meanwhile in the West Midlands Birmingham had become 
the centre of a maze of canals. One of these, joining the 
Coventry Canal, communicated with the Grand Trunk and 
the Oxford Canal, and thus linked Birmingham to Liverpool 
and London. A second ran to Worcester, and thus directly 
joined Birmingham to the Severn group, and gave access to 
Bristol. A third ran by Warwick to a second junction with 
the Oxford Canal; and a fourth, begun only in 1826, ran all 
the way to the Chester Canal, and thence provided a second 
link with Liverpool by way of the Grand Trunk. Off all these 
canals ran others, linking Birmingham by water with almost 
the entire industrial region of the Midlands and of Lancashire 
and Yorkshire. 

Meanwhile, in the East Midlands and further south, the 
Grand Junction Canal, begun in 1793 and finished in 1805, 
ran from a point of communication with the Oxford Canal 
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near Northampton direct to London, which was thus linked, 
independently of the precarious Thames navigation, with the 
entire Midland and Northern area. From the Grand Junction 
Canal at Northampton the Grand Union and Leicester Canals 
ran through Leicestershire into Derbyshire, communicating by 
subsidiary canals with Derby and Grantham, and linking up 
again with the Trent Navigation. The Thames and Severn 
Canal (1783-9) joined the Thames to the Stroudwater, and so 
made a way from London to the Bristol Channel, while the 
Kennet and Avon Canal ran from the Thames by Reading to 
the Avon at Bath and thus provided an alternative route to 
the west coast and avoided the awkward reaches of the Thames 
between Reading and Cricklade. The Wiltshire and Berkshire 
Canal, running from a point on the Thames south of Oxford, 
went through Swindon to join the Kennet and Avon at Trow- 
bridge, affording yet another route of communication between 
London and the Bristol Channel. 

In South Wales canals were developed chiefly as means of 
carrying coal from the inland collieries to the ports. The 
Brecon, Pontypool, Cardiff, and Swansea Canals opened up 
the steep valleys, and stimulated the rapid expansion of the 
coalfields. Mid-Wales, as far as Newtown, then a textile 
centre, was linked to the Mersey by the Severn, Montgomery, 
and Ellesmere Canals. In Yorkshire many short canals were 
made, replacing or connecting the older river havigations, and 
opening up the industrial towns and coalfield districts of the 
\Vest Riding, which was thus enabled to send its goods by 
water to either Liverpool or the Humber. 

In Scotland an old aspiration was realised by the linking 
of the Forth and Clyde (1768-90); and the famous Caledonian 
Canal was begun in 1803, but not finished until 1822. 

It would be possible greatly to prolong this list; but enough 
has been said to show how widespread and rapid was the 
growth of the canal system. Beginning about 1760, the great 
era of canal-building was over by about 1830; and by that 
time the railway era was well on its way. 

Widespread as the canal movement was, it copld not cover 
the entire country, even in conjunction with the improved 
river navigations which were being developed over the same 
period. In particular, the North of England-^Northumber- 
land, Durham, Cumberland, Westmorland, and most of York- 
shire north of Leeds and Bradford — ^remained, because of the 
hilly nature of the country, almost entirely without either canals 
or navigable rivers. That was one great reason why railway 

Tk 



98 PERSONS AND PERIODS 

development began in the North — with the Stockton and 
Darlington Railway, which was chiefly designed to open up 
the inland coalfield of South Durham. The railways were 
needed to do for the extreme North of England what had 
been largely accomplished earlier for the centre of the country 
by the canals. 

In effect, with the advent of the canals, England ceased to 
be hollow. There were no longer obstacles to the develop- 
ment of population and industry in the central area, between 
Birmingham and Stoke-on-Trent in the West, and Sheffield, 
Nottingham, and Leicester in the East. Staffordshire, War- 
wickshire, and the East Midlands began to fill up rapidly with 
industries and inhabitants. > So did South Wales and the parts 
of Lancashire to the north of Manchester and Liverpool. 
Between 1801 and 1831 the population of Stoke-on-Trent rose 
from 23,000 to 52,000. Over the same period Birmingham 
rose from 71,000 to 144,000 inhabitants, Sheffield from 46,000 
to 92,000, Wolverhampton from 31,000 to 68,000, Nottingham 
from 29,000 to 50,000, and Leicester from 17,000 to 41,000. 
A similu development occurred in a long list of Midland 
towns. In Lancashire Blackburn grew from 12,000 to 27,000 
and Burnley from 4,000 to 10,000. Staffordshire rose from 
tenth to seventh place for populousness among the English 
counties, and W^wickshire from fifteenth to eleventh place. 

Thus, over most of the country, the canals seemed, right up 
to the advent of the railways, to be solving the problem of 
the carriage of heavy goods with almost miraculous efficiency. 
Together with the improved roads, they had revolutionised the 
conditions of internal transport and eommunication, and made 
possible the development of industry and mining on an un- 
precedented scale. But their reign was brief. Before the last 
of the great canals, the Birmingham and Liverpool, had been 
opened in 1834, the Manchester and Liverpool Railway, as 
well as the Stockton and Darlington, had proved its superior 
efficiency, and the canals were being challenged in the very 
area in which Brindley and the Duke of Bridgewater had 
inaugurated the canal era seventy years before. 



A STUDY IN LEGAL REPRESSION 
(1789-1834) 

The six men of Dorset who \Yere sentenced to transportation 
in 1834 for the crime of “administering unlawful oaths” have 
lived on in history under the name of the “Tolpuddle Martyrs/' 
Their offence was indeed no more than that they had 
attempted in their remote Dorsetshire village to organise the 
agricultural labourers into a Trade Union, with the intention 
of joining the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union, to 
which, under Robert Owen’s leadership and inspiration, half a 
million workers had rallied since its establishment in the 
previous year. In this there could be, on the face of the 
matter, no crime; for the laws against combination had been 
repealed three years before, and it was no longer “criminal 
conspiracy” for worket^ to organise for the protection of their 
standards of living. Indeed, it is probable that, if the Tol- 
t)uddle Martyrs had been industrial workers, or had lived in a 
town, instead of being villagers working on the land, no one 
would have molested them; for no one did in fact molest — by 
legal prosecution, that is to say— the countless other bodies of 
workers who were doing, in 1834, exactly the same things as 
sufficed to send George Loveless and his fellow-labourers as 
convicts to the other end of the world. 

It was, however, one thing for industrial workers in a town 
to form a Union, and quite another for a group of agricultural 
labourers— Dissenters at that— to defy the parson and the 
squire. And fortunately— or at least so thought the Dorset 
squires, the judge who tried the case, and the Whig Govern- 
ment of the day— there were means at hand for the repression 
of these audacious rebels. For in forming their little Union 
they, following a practice widespread among the trade and 
friendly societies of that time, Jiad adopted a ritual borrowed 
in part at second or third hand from the Freemasons, and had 
administered to those who joined their society an oath pledging 
them to observe its laws and regulations, and tg secret 
and loyal one to another in the management of its affairs. 
For this offence— for “administering unlawful oaths” and not 
for forming a Trade Union— were the Dorchester labourers 
convicted and sentenced. But in practice it came to the |ame 
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thing; and the fears engendered by the Dorchester decision 
played an important part in breaking up Robert Owen’s 
ambitious Trades Union before it had been in existence for 
as long as a single year. 

The trial and condemnation of these six men came at the 
end of a long period of savagely repressive legislation directed 
against the efforts of the lower classes to combine for the 
redress of their political or economic grievances. It came as a 
surprise; for most men had believed that with the passing 
of the Reform Act of 1832 the period of repression had been 
brought definitely to an end. No doubt, only a few years 
before, in 1 830 and 1831, the Whigs had been nithless in putting 
down what Mr. and Mrs. Hammond have called “The Last 
Labourers* Revolt” — ^known to contemporaries as the “Cap- 
tain Swing Riots,” in the course of which the half-starved 
labourers had gone about the villages burning ricks, ducking 
unpopular overseers of the poor in the horse-ponds, and 
demanding higher wages and the remission of the hated 
tithes. But it had been assumed that the enactment of Reform 
had begun a new era; and at any late it was regarded as 
certain that, since the repeal of the Combination Acts, the 
mere forming of a Trade Union had ceased to be a punishable 
offence. That was why the Dorchester labourers, more than 
the hundreds who had been transported before them, were felt 
to be martyrs; and that was why every section of the working- 
class movement heard of this conviction with astonishment, 
and dismay. 

For the Act under which these unfortimates were sentenced 
had been almost forgotten until it was invoked against them, and 
assuredly no one had expected that it would be put to such a use. 
When it was passed, thirty-seven years earlier, no one had such 
a case as this of the Dorchester labourers in mind. The Act 
against Unlawful Oaths (37 George HI, c. 123) was the 
immediate outcome, not of Trade Union agitation, but of 
naval mutiny. It was the sequel to the Naval Mutinies of 
1797, when, first at Spithead and then at the Nore, the sailors 
rose and displaced their officers, demanding redress for the 
under-feeding and under-payment, the harsh discipline of per- 
petual floggings, the tolerated corruption and peculation which 
befouled the Navy in those days of press-gangs and purchased 
commissions, of long spells at sea in crowded and insanitary 
quarters, and of new ideas of “Liberty, Equality, and 
Fraternity” whi(di could not but reach the ears even of men 
so remote from politics as the seamen before the mast. 
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It does not appear tp scholars who, in our own day, have 
studied dispassionately the events of the Naval Mutinies of 
1797 that politics had much to do with them — even if they 
had anything at all. The sailors had grievances enough of 
their own to account for their conduct, without bringing in 
the vexed question of the Rights of Man. Doubtless, Robert 
Parker, who was chosen as leader by the Nore mutineers, had 
picked up a few revolutionary phrases — ^probably from Irish 
rather than French sources; and one or two of these phrases 
found their way into the manifesto of the mutineers. But at 
Spithead there was not even a phrase to suggest that the 
trouble had any political significance; and it seems certain that 
most of Parker’s followers were equally innocent of any pur- 
pose beyond the improvement of their own conditions. 

But the Government and Parliament thought otherwise; for 
in 1797 the governing classes in England were in mortal fear. 
There was trouble brewing in Ireland; and ever since the 
taking of the Bastille the nerves of the nobility and gentry 
had been on edge all over Europe. The Government and 
Parliament were fully convinced that the mutineers were 
revolutionaries and traitors, even if their own admirals assured 
them that this was not the case. Consequently, hard upon 
the suppression of the mutinies Parliament laid down that 
“whereas divers wicked and evil disposed persons have of late 
attempted to seduce persons serving in his Majesty’s forces by 
land and sea, and others of his Majesty’s subjects, from their 
duty and allegiance to his Majesty, and to incite them to 
acts of mutiny and sedition, and have determined to give 
effect to their wicked and traitorous proceedings by imposing 
upon the persons whom they have attempted to seduce the 
pretended obligation of oaths unlawfully administered” — 
therefore it was necessary for Parliament to legislate against 
such dangerous proceedings, and accordingly the Act to which 
those phrases form the preamble provided penalties for such 
offences up to the maximum of transportation for seven years. 

This repressive Act, under which the Tolpuddle Martyrs 
were to receive their sentence thirty-seven years later, formed 
part of a large body of punitive legislation enacted during 
the years which immediately followed the French Revolution. 
Indeed, the period of the French Wars and the troublous years 
which followed the return of peace were plentifully bespattered 
with laws designed tocrush out every form of Radical agitation 
or potentially dangerous combination among the lower classes. 
Nor is this legislation of merely historical interest even to-day; 
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for, though a good deal of it has been swept away by* the 
periodical laws for the repeal of obsolete statutes, a surprising 
number of these repressive measures of more than a century 
ago are still on the statute book, and might even to-day be 
invoked in an emergency against Radical agitators, quite as 
unexpectedly as they were called out of abeyance against the 
Dorchester labourers in 1834. Indeed, certain of them have 
actually been used in quite recent years, albeit no longer with 
the old severity, against Communists suspect of seditious propa- 
ganda or intent on holding meetings and demonstrations at 
times or places regarded as unsuitable by the police. There 
are other and older statutes than the Trade Unions Act of 
1927 'and the Sedition Act of 1934 which the Labour move- 
ment needs to get repealed if it is to enjoy that secure freedom 
of speech and organisation which Englishmen have often 
boasted of as their right. 

In this essay, however, I am concerned not with the modern 
application of these laws, but with the laws themselves and the 
circumstances which c^led them into being. ‘ They fall, 
broadly, into two groups. The first of these includes the Acts 
passed ^tween 1794 and 1800, in the years of political excite- 
ment and unrest following upon the French Revolution: the 
second consists of the further series of repressive measures 
with which Parliament attempted to stifie the hunger move- 
ments of the years 6f exceptional distress and unrest after 
the end of the Napoleonic Wars. Into the first group fall the 
“Two Acts” of 1797 (of which the Act against Unlawful 
Oaths was one), the Unlawful Societies Act of 1799, and the 
Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800, together with certain 
other statutes hereafter to be mentioned. To the second group 
belong Lord Sidmouth’s “Gagging Acts” of 1817, and the 
notorious “Six Acts” of 1819, passed on the morrow of the 
“Peterloo Massacre.” Between these two groups lie certain 
lesser repressive measures — notably the Act passed against the 
Luddites in 1812, which made the crime of machine-breaking 
punishable with death. 

The circumstances which gave rise to the first of these out- 
bursts of punitive legislation are well enoqgh known. The 
events in France, especially after the Reign of Terror, had 
created a mood of undiscriminating panic among the governing 
classes in Great Britain; and under the influence of this panic 
every demand for «ven the most moderate and constitutional 
reforms was danmed as treason and sedition, espraally if it 
came from any section of the people Which t^ ruling classes 
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regarded as potentially dangerous or disaffected, and therefore 
as capable of imitating the French example unless it were kept 
down with a firm hand. 

There is indeed no evidence, if we except Ireland, that in 
these troublous years the British Government was ever faced 
with any real threat of revolution. It does not appear that 
the leaders of any important Radical or working-class society 
in Great Britain at any time seriously contemplated revolu- 
tionary action, or made any preparations at all for a violent 
uprising. They sent, no doubt, fraternal addresses of greeting 
and sympathy to the French Assembly; and some of them 
exchanged declamatory manifestoes with the Jacobin Clubs 
in France, as well as with the United Irishmen nearer home. 
But it seems clear that all the leading societies, at all events 
until they were driven underground by the repression of their 
normal activities, were seeking to engage in a wholly peaceable 
agitation for the reform of Parliament, and were often more 
disposed to appdal to the principles of the English Glorious 
Revolution” of 1688 than to French notions. There were, of 
course, many shades of opinion among the British Radicals, 
who ranged from respectable Dissenting divines, such as Dr. 
Richard Price and Dr. Joseph Priestley, to mere working men. 
But there is no sign that any of them, at any rate until the 
Government had set out to suppress them all alike, had gone 
further than the expression of a determination to defend their 
liberties if they were subjected to attack. 

It is true that, after the repression had closed the way to 
peaceful agitation, a few groups here and there began to dream 
of more violent courses. But this was only when the hand of 
the law had already been laid heavily upon them; and it is 
significant that, even at this stage, the presence of Irishmen 
was usually needed to urge even a tiny group of Englishmen 
or Scotsmen to the point of revolutionary plotting. In face 
of Pitt’s repression, most of the Radical societies either speedily 
perished or lost most of their fpUowing. The revolutionary 
societies which Parliament suppressed by name in 1799 were 
for the most part so obscure that historians can find out 
nothing about them, and are in some cases disposed to doubt 
if they had any real existence. Plotters no doubt there were; 
but they were a mere handful — a pitiable residue from the 
numerous bands of Reformers whose hearts had been uplifted, 
like those of Wordsworth and Coleridge, by the events of 1789. 

Nor can we take such evidence as there is of revolutionary 
{dotting entirely at its face value. It is pertinent to remember 



104 


PERSONS AND PERIODS 


that the most circumstantial evidence of a revolutionary design 
— ^that of the Scottish “Pike Plot” of 1793 — came from an 
agent provocateur, Robert Watt, who both devised and 
exposed this useful conspiracy, had been a Government spy, 
but had found his services dispensed with. How far he 
became a revolutionary, or how far he instigated his plot in 
the hope of regaining the Government’s favour by exposing 
it, we are unlikely ever to know; nor can the fact that he 
was not rewarded, but executed with ignominy as a traitor 
for his part in it, resolve our doubts. But we know enough 
to be able to say that no shaxe in Watt’s conspiracy was ever 
brought home to more than a handful even of the Scottish 
Reformers; and in England the most searching enquiry by 
the parliamentary Committee of Secrecy in 1794 failed to bring 
to light even the smallest evidence of revolutionary designs. 
Spies, such as the notorious Castles, Oliver, and Edwards, 
were again to play an important part, as provocative agents, 
in the years of unrest after 1815, and to bring their hapless 
dupes to the scaffold. In this unsavoury business Watt seems 
to have been a pioneer : and undoubtedly his activities smoothed 
the way for the repressive policy which Pitt and his polleagues 
were already determined to follow. But, in spite of Watt, 
and of a few Irishmen in England who were really ready for 
anything, there was never for a moment, whatever the fears 
of the governing classes caused them to believe, the smallest 
prospect of a British Revolution on the French model. 

The societies at which the Government launched its thunder- 
bolts in 1793 and 1794 were in fact, with insignificant excep- 
tions, engaged in an entirely pacific agitation for parliamentary 
reform and for the recognition of the “Rights of man.” This 
was certainly true to the fullest extent of the two leading 
London societies. One of these, the society for Constitutional 
Information, headed by Major John Cartwright and John 
Home Tooke, was a purely middle- and upper-class body of 
Radical politicians and respectable Dissenters. Its main pur- 
pose was the dissemination of informative propagandist 
pamphlets telling the people of their constitutional rights: it 
was about as likely to start fomenting violent revolution as 
the Corporation of the City of London, which in those days 
also coimted usually on the Radical side. The second body, 
Thomas Hardy’s London Corresponding Society, was indeed 
predominantly a working-class body, notable as the first such 
organisation known to have been created for a purely political 
purpose. But it was hardly more disposed to resort to 
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revolution than its middle-class ally; and its membership was 
in practice confined to skilled artisans, with a sprinkling of 
tradesmen and minor professional persons — ^in other words, 
to a stratum of society fully as far removed in culture and 
standard of living from the less skilled workers as from the 
bon bourgeois of Major Cartwright’s Constitutional Society* 
It was formed as a separate body, not mainly because its 
members wished to draw a sharp distinction between the 
aspirations of the middle and working classes, but rather be- 
cause artisans and tradesmen could not afford the guinea 
subscription of the Constitutional Society, or the dinners 
which served that body in lieu of meetings. It set out to 
work as closely as possible with Major Cartwright and his 
associates, but to adopt methods of organisation and propa- 
ganda better suited to the needs of those who were used to 
meeting in ale-houses or coffee-houses, and could only spare 
their penny or so a week. 

Besides these London societies, there grew up many others 
in the leading provincial towns; and some of them — ^perhaps 
most — adopted the same dual system of organisation as found 
favour in London. In Manchester, for example, where the 
merchant, Thomas Walker, was the recognised Radical leader, 
and his house and warehouse the regular meeting-place, there 
were two societies — one of middle-class supporters, which met 
in his house, and a second of working men, which was allowed 
to hold its more numerous assemblies in his warehouse. 
Societies of these types — or sometimes single societies com- 
bining both elements — came into existence in the years after 
1789 in almost every considerable town. 

Doubtless these bodies enthusiastically welcomed the French 
Revolution, and most of them were prepared to send greetings 
to the French Jacobin Clubs. But it does not in the least 
follow that their members had in mind the making of an 
English Revolution. Their minds were set on reform, and 
they were well aware that the **mob” was for the most part 
not on their side, but was a ** Church and State” mob, such as 
had expressed itself a little earlier in the Gordon Riots, and 
was soon engaged, after the Revolution, in burning down the 
hotises of Radical Dissenters, such as Dr. Joseph Priestley. 

Undoubtedly the book which was above- all others the 
gospel of these pioneering working-class political societies was 
Thomas Paine’s Bights of Man, Paine himself was in France, 
but his trial in his absence in 1792 was the real opening of 
the campaign of repression. The attack on the Radicals 
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developed next in Scotland, which had long been accustomed 
to an even more repressive form of government th^n England. 
The leading delegates to the Scottish Reform Convention of 

1793 were condemned and transported despite the protests of 
the English Radicals, some of whose leaders, sent as delegates 
to the Convention, were among the condemned; and there- 
after the Government launched early in 1794 its onsiaught on 
the London Radical societies, arresting the leaders of both 
the Constitutional and the Corresponding Society, and placing 
them all on trial for high treason. At the same time arrests 
of local leaders were made all over the country. These whole- 
sale arrests were immediately followed by the appointment by 
the House of Commons of a Committee of Secrecy to investi- 
gate and report upon the alleged revolutionary plot, and by 
the rapid passing of an Act of Parliament suspending the 
Habeas Corpus Act and onabling the Government to seize and 
hold persons in prison without trial. This suspension of 
Habeas Corpus lasted, with only a brief interval between 1795 
and 1797, right up to the Peace of Amiens in 1802, and, as 
we shall see, was again invoked in the years of unrest after 1815. 

“ Whereas a traitorous and detestable conspiracy has been 
formed for subverting the existing laws and constitution, and for 
introducing the system of anarchy and confusion which has so 
fatally prevailed in France*^ — so the preamble of the suspending 
Act began, and the Act went on to confer upon the Govern- 
ment the power to keep in prison those whom it had already 
arrested without "special powers and to add others to their 
number even without putting them on trial. Nevertheless, the 
Government was sufficiently satisfied with the evidence which 
it believed it had accumulated against the Radicals to place 
the London leaders whom it had arrested on trial for high 
treason; and it is common knowledge how the London jury in 

1794 acquitted the leaders of the Constitutional and Corres- 
ponding Societies, and thus administered to the Government 
a serious rebuff. It is not so well known that London was 
in this matter quite exceptional : London juries were notoriously 
independent; but all over the provinces similar trials were being 
held, and practically the whole of those arrested outside 
London were condemned, though Thomas Walker, the sub- 
stantial merchant who was the leader of the Radicals in 
Manchester, also escaped conviction. Despite the London 
acquittals, these prosecutions did much to break the strength 
of the young Radical movement, by frightening away its more 
timorous adherents; and the Government, not content with 
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the powers it had already taken, proceeded promptly to the 
enactment of further repressive laws. 

Between 1795 and 1801, in addition to the repeated Acts 
suspending the Habeas Corpus Act for further periods and 
to the annual measures dealing with mutiny in general and 
marine mutiny in particular, there were no less than nine 
repressive laws designed to compass the destruction of Radical 
and working-class movements. The series opened with the 
Treason Act (36 George III, c. 7) of 1795, which extended the 
definition of treason to cover writings which had a tendency 
to incite the population to hatred or contempt of the Crown 
or Government. This Act was immediately followed by the 
Seditious Meetings and Assemblies Act of the same year (36 
George III, c. 8), which imposed severe restrictions on the 
right of public meeting. Under this Act no meeting of more 
than fifty persons, except election meetings and certain, types 
of meeting held under official auspices — ^it is interesting to 
note that there had to be a special clause exempting educational 
meetings held in the Universities — was allowed to be 
called except on a requisition by seven householders. The 
magistrates were, moreover, given wide powers to disperse even 
meetings called in accordance with the law if they attempted 
te discuss any matter regarded as subversive, and to arrest 
speakers at such meetings; while refusal to disperse at the 
magistrate’s orders was made a felony punishable with death. 
In addition, the Act laid severe regulations on all places at 
which meetings for political reading and discussion were held. 
All such places were to require licences from the magistrates, 
and these licences could be revoked at any time and the licence 
holders prosecuted if the magistrates considered that improper 
discussions were taking place. The magistrates were allowed 
to demand admittance to any house, licensed or unlicensed, in 
which they thought a meeting was being held. Under these 
conditions clearly public meetings were practically out of the 
question and even private meetings highly dangerous to hold, 
for the magistrates were by no means disposed to grant 
licences to known holders of Radical opinions. 

In 1797, as the sequel to the Naval Mutinies, there came 
two further repressive Idws, one (37 George III, c. 70) imposing 
the death penalty on anyone who was convicted of inciting 
soldiers or sailors to mutiny, and the other, mentioned at the 
opening of this essay, directed to the suppression of unlawful 
oaths (37 George III, c. 123). To these was added, in 1798, 
a further measure, the Newspaper Act (38 Gecn^ge III, c. 78 \ 
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designed to counter written as well as spoken propaganda. 
This Act required all newspapers to be registered, with an 
affidavit by the printer, publisher, and proprietors. All copies 
of newspapers were to contain the names and addresses of 
their printers and publishers, and were to require stamps, the 
fees for which were placed at a high level in order to repress 
cheap publications. Special penalties were imposed, not only 
for the printing or publication of unauthorised newspapers or 
for the printing of seditious matter in authorised journals, 
but also for the mere possession of an unstamped paper. 
Thus began the great struggle for the freedom of the press, 
which extended over the next half-century. 

In 1799, after the Irish Rebellion, two further Acts were 
passed. One of these (39 George III, c. 81) was the first of two 
general Combination Acts, making Trade Unions of every sort 
and kind criminal conspiracies by statute as well as common 
law. The other* generally known as the Unlawful Societies 
Act (39 George III, c. 79) was concerned with the complete 
suppression of a number of the leading Radical societies, 
which Jiad either survived the treason trials of 1793^, or had 
been created (or were believed by the Government to have 
been created — ^for the very existence of one or two of them 
is a matter of doubt) since the collapse of a number of the 
societies which had been active at that time. 

Five societies — the United Englishmen, the United Scots- 
men, the United Britons, the United Irishmen, and the London 
Corresponding Society — were suppressed by name, on the 
ground that **a traitorous conspiracy has long been carried on 
in conjunction with persons from time to time exercising the 
powers of Government in France,^* and that the members of 
these societies **have taken unlawful oaths.** In addition to 
the societies suppressed by name, the Act declared unlawful 
all societies whose members took oaths not required by law, 
or which possessed secret committees. Penalties were imposed 
on unlawful meetings of the societies suppressed under the 
Act, and provision was made for the closing of houses which 
had been used for unlawful meetings or lectures. A special 
provision, however, was made whereby any licensed ale-house ‘ 
was allowed to be licensed for political readings; but power 
was given to revoke any ale-house’s licence if seditious or 
immoral publications were read. The Newspaper Act was 
further strengthened by requiring that printers should hold a 
licence from a magistrate, and by extending the requirement 
that the name of the printer should appear from newspapers 
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only to every type of printed paper or book. Power was also 
given to the justices to search any printing establishment and 
to seize papers, if they suspected that seditious or blasphemous 
matter was being put into circulation. 

In the following year, came a second Combination Act 
(39 and 40 George III, c. 60) amending and strengthening the 
provisions against Trade Unions which had been enacted in 
the previous year. Finally, in 1801, a further Act was passed 
against seditious meetings (41 George III, c. 30) renewing and 
expanding the Act passed in 1795. 

Thus from 1799 onwards all Trade Unions or forms of 
industrial combination among the workers were suppressed by 
law, and all Radical political activity was severely repressed 
under the other measures which have been outlined. It falls 
outside the scope of this essay to discuss in detail the efifects 
of the two Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800. It is enough 
to say that these Acts placed in the hands of the Government 
and the magistrates an absolute power to suppress any Trade 
Union that they chose. This, however, did not make so much 
difference as appears at first sight, because there is little doubt 
that the judges already regarded Trade Unions as criminal 
conspiracies at common law, even apart from any special 
statute declaring them to be so. 

The effect of the two Combination Acts , was rather to 
encourage actual prosecutions and to provide a simpler pro- 
cedure as an alternative to that which was already available 
at common law; and, in fact, the majority of the known 
prosecutions which took place during the period while the 
Combination Acts remained in force appear to have been^ 
common law trials, though it is difficult to form an accurate 
judgment on this point in the absence of reports of many of 
the local cases. Neither the Combination Acts nor the 
common law did, however, achieve anything like a complete 
suppression of Trade Unionism, which lived on in spite of 
legal prohibition throughout the period between 1799 and the 
repeal of the Combination Laws under Francis Place's influence 
in 1824. What happened was that the local trade clubs of 
journeymen in the older crafts were left for the most part 
unmolested, and their leaders were convicted under the law 
only when they made themselves especially obnoxious to the 
employers. On the other hand, in the new factory districts 
the law was being constantly put into motion against every 
attempt to create effective Trade Unions, and one leader after 
another paid the penalty of imprisonment for his efforts on 
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behalf of the exploited textile operatives and miners in the 
northern and midland counties. Nevertheless, even in these 
areas combinations persisted, and almost as soon as one Trade 
Union was suppressed a new one appeared. For there were 
.desperate g?*ievances crying out for remedy, and men were 
again and again found ready to take the risks of imprisonment 
and even transportation for violation of the law. 

The reason for this difference in the treatment meted out 
to the Trade Clubs of the skilled urban artisans and to the 
combinations of the northern miners and textile workers is 
twofold. In the first place, whereas the skilled workers’ Qubs 
were, and could in most cases afford to remam, small and 
purely local, the miners and textile operatives could not hope 
to make their combinations effective without organising them 
over a fairly wide area. Whereas it would have been fantastic 
to suspect a little Club of a few dozen taHors or shoemakers 
of any revolution^ design, it seemed much more natural to 
regard with suspicion larger and more widespread combinations 
of half-starved miners or textile workers, whom desperation 
might impel to deeds of violence, even if they knew little or 
nothing of France or of the Rights of Man.Qj 
Secondly, the skilled men’s Clubs were mostly in corporate 
towns, wtiereas the textile workers and miners were scattered 
over the country districts. There is ample evidence that the 
gentlemen justices of the county benches, urged on by the fear 
of revolution, were much more intent on breaking up working- 
class combinations than the small employers who dominated 
the urban benches, and had even sometimes some sympathy 
with Radical views. The main impulse towards enforcing the 
Combination Acts was, I believe, throughout much more a 
political than an economic impulse. _ 

After 1801, there was a pause in the floodTof repressive 
le^slation, though most of the Acts which have l^n described 
still remained in force, to be invoked against Radicals and 
Trade Unionists as occasion required. There is, however, no 
doubt that after Pitt’s death in 1806 the repression was for a 
time substantially relaxed: and with one important exception 
there was no fresh repressive legislation between 1801 and 
the end of the Napoleonic Wars. This exception is the Act of 
1812, directed against the Luddites, who had been active in 
the previous years chiefly in the hosiery districts in the Midland 
counties, though there had also been outbreaks of Luddism, 
on somewhat different lines, in Yorkshire and Lancashire. 
This Act (52 George III, c. 104), which made the crime of 
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machine-breaking punishable with death, stiffened up dras- 
tically the Act of 1797 against unlawful oaths. *"That every 
person who shall in any manner or form whatsoever administer 
or cause to be administered^ or be aiding or assisting at the 
administration of any oath or engagement purporting or intending 
'to bind the person taking the same to commit any treason or 
murder or any felony punishable by law with deaths shall be 
adjudged guilty of felony'* — so ran the new Act. Any such 
person was to suffer death, and any person who took any 
oath of the nature covered by the Act was also to be guilty 
of felony and to be subject on conviction to transportation for 
life. This savage measure was employed in the suppression of 
the Luddite disturbances of 1811 and the following year§^ 
which arose first in the Midland textile districts over the intro- 
duction of new types of machinery into the framework knitting 
industry, and spread thence to Yorkshire, Lancashire, and 
other textile areas. This movement, and the part played in 
it by “King Lud,” has been fully described by Mr. and Mrs. 
Hammond in their book The Skilled Labourer. 

After 1812 no further repressive laws were enacted until the 
years immediately following the conclusion of the Napoleonic 
Wars. The return of peace brought with it a period of acute 
unemployment and distress which extended to practically all 
industries and to every part of the country. The unrest was 
most acute in the northern textile and mining areas; but’ it 
also affected London, and it is in connection with the dis- 
turbed condition of the Metropolis that the Government seems 
chiefly to have taken fright. Once more Committees of 
Secrecy were appointed by Parliament to investigate the 
alleged attempts to bring about an armed rebellion against the 
State, and this time the chief blame for these activities was 
placed upon the tiny Society of Spencean Philanthropists, con- 
sisting of the followers of the Radical land reformer Thomas 
Spence. Spence himself was already dead, but his followers, 
organised in the Society of Spencean Philanthropists, were 
carrying on an active agitation for the public ownership of 
the land, and were regarded as the extreme left wing of the 
Radical movement. The Spencean Society organised the 
famous Spa Fields meeting of 1816, which was followed by 
some rioting in the City of London. Though there is no real ^ 
indication that the Spenceans had any considerable following, 
or were engaged in laying plans for anything in the nature 
of an armed insurrection, the occurrences at the Spa Fields 
meeting gave the Government its excuse for a fresh roimd of 
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repressive laws, and in 1817 further Acts were passed with the 
object of suppressing the movement and of arming the Govern- 
ment with exceptional powers. 

The first of these Acts (57 George III, c. 3) suspended the 
Habeas Corpus Act, and this ^suspension was renewed by a 
further Act later in the year. 

“ Whereas a traitorous conspiracy has been formed for the 
purpose of overthrowing by means of -a general insurrection the 
established Government, Imws and Constitution of this Kingdom, 
and whereas designs and practices of a treasonable and highly 
dangerous nature are now carrying on in the metropolis and in 
many other parts of Great Britain^'* — so runs the preamble of 
57 George III, c. 3, recalling closely in its phrases the repres- 
sive laws of the years immediately following the Revolution 
in France. 

The next Act, the Treason Act of 1817 (57 George III, 
c. 6), re-created and made perpetual with minor modifications 
the Treason Act of 1795. At the same time there was passed, 
as in 1795, a further Act dealing with seditious meetings and 
assemblies (57 George III, c. 19). This Act for the most part 
practically repeated the phrases of the Seditious Meetings and 
Assemblies Act of 1795. Again, we have the prohibition of 
meetings of more than fifty persons except on a signed 
requisition of seven householders, the requirement that all 
places of meeting must be licensed by the magistrates, and that 
the magistrates may inspect such places of meeting and revoke 
the licences if they consider that any unlawful discussion is 
going on. But the Act of 1817 added further provisions. It 
suppressed by name all the Spencean Clubs and Societies, and 
all other clubs holding the same objects and doctrines. It 
further suppressed as unlawful combinations all Societies 
** taking unlawful oaths or requiring declarations not required 
by law or electing delegates to confer with other clubs,”and 
it laid down that all persons who were members or induced 
others to become members of Societies of these types were 
guilty of unlawful combination under the Act of 1799 (39 
George III, c. 79). There were penalties laid down against 
householders for allowing unlawful assemblies to take place on 
their premises, and provisions for forfeiting the licences of 
public houses where unlawful meetings were held. Moreover, 
there was the famous Clause 23 which prevented political 
, meetings from being held within one mile of Westminster Hall 
'save in connection with parliamentary elections. 

These two measures (57 Qeorge III, c. 6 an4 c. 19) are 
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commonly called Sidmouth’s “Gagging Acts,” or sometimes 
the “Two Acts.” Drastic as they were, they were soon to be 
followed by the still more repressive “Six Acts” of 1819. 
For, after a brief recovery in 1818, in the following year, tiade 
and employment again plunged into the abyss, and there were 
many disturbances all over the country, accompanied by a 
growing agitation for parliamentary reform. This was the year 
of the great reform meeting at St. Peter’s Fields at Manchester, 
which ended in what is commonly known as the “ Massacre of 
Peterloo,” in which peaceful demonstrators were killed and 
trodden underfoot by yeomanry and soldiers sent to arrest 
“Orator” Hunt, who was the principal speaker at the meeting. 

The Peterloo Massacre caused widespread indignation 
throughout the country, and many protest meetings were held 
not only by working-class bodies, but even under the auspices 
of respectable Whig leaders. It was for his part in these 
protests that Earl Fitzwilliam was deprived of the Lord 
Lieutenancy of the West Riding of Yorkshire. The Govern- 
ment, however, so far from giving way before the Whig and 
Radical protests, proceeded, with the full support of the Prince 
Regent, to intensify its repressive activities and to imprison as 
many of the Radical leaders as it could bring within the reach 
of the law. 

Of the Six Acts of 1819 the first (60 George III, c. 1) pro- 
hibited unlawful drilling or exercises of a military character, 
and laid down penalties against those organising such activities 
up to seven years’ transportation, and for those taking part up 
to two years’ imprisonment. The second Act (60 George III, 
c. 2) laid down penalties against the carrying of arms under 
suspicious circumstances, and enabled the magistrates to search 
private houses for arms, and to seize them when they thought 
fit. The third Act (60 George III, c. 4) was aimed at speeding 
up the administration of justice in cases of misdemeanour, in 
order to enable the courts to deal more promptly with Radical 
agitators. But these were all measures of secondary impor- 
tance. The remaining three Acts went very much further in 
arming the Government with exceptional powers to restrict the 
right of free*^speech and meeting. 

The Seditious Meetings Act of 1819 (60 George III, c. 6) 
began by re-enacting broadly the opening sections of the Act 
of 1817, but in an even more stringent form. Under this Act 
meetings were to be allowed at all only in separate parishes 
or townships; and only inhabitants of the area in which the 
meeting was hdd were to be allowed to attend, the penalty 



114 


PERSONS AND PERIODS 


of imprisonment being proclaimed against anyone who 
attended contrary to the law. Justices of the Peace, accom- 
panied by constables, were given the right to attend all meetings 
with power to arrest speakers; and even a lawful meeting 
might be rendered unlawful if anything deemed seditious or 
blasphemous or in any way contrary to law was said during 
the discussion. Meetings in private rooms were, however, 
exempted from these provisions. Seven years’ transportation 
was laid down as the maximum penalty for refusal of a meeting 
to disperse on the order of the magistrates, and two years’ 
imprisonment for attending a meeting with arms or with flags 
or banners. There were also fresh provisions for the licensing 
and the revocation of licences of places where lectures could 
be held. 

This Act was immediately followed by the Blasphemous and 
Seditious Libels Act (60 George III, c. 8), which made pro- 
vision for the seizure of copies of printed matter alleged to be 
blasphemous or seditious, and laid down as a penalty for any 
second offence under the Act banishment for a term of years 
at the discretion of the court, with transportation up to fourteen 
years as the penalty for remaining in the country or returning 
to it after sentence of banishment had been passed. 

Finally, under the last of the Six Acts (60 George III, c. 19) 
the heavy stamp duties already levied upon newspapers in 
order to prevent the growth of the popular press were extended 
to other types of publica^on. “ Whereas pamphlets and printed 
papers containing observations upon public events and occur- 
rences, tending to excite hatred and contempt of the Government 
and Constitution of these realms as by law established^ and also 
vilifying our holy religion, have lately been published in greaf 
numbers and at very smtill prices^* — so runs the preamble to 
this Act — all such pamphlets and printed papers are to be 
made subject to the Newspaper Acts. This meant that even 
pamphlets and leaflets became subject to so high a rate of 
duty as to destroy all chance of popular circulation if the law 
were observed. The effect can be seen in that Cobbett was 
compelled to drop the twopenny edition of his Political 
Register, known as “Twopenny Trash,’’ which hatf reached at 
one time a circulation of 60,000 copies a week, and to raise 
the price of his Register immediately to sixpence. Mweover, 
it was provided that nobody was to be allowed to print any 
newspaper or pamphlet of a political kind without entering 
into bonds and recognisances with the authorities ; and praalties 
were laid down not onlv for printing or publishing u^censed 
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publications, but also for selling them. This was the Act 
under which, after 1819, hundreds of Radicals went to gaol 
for the offence of printing, publishing, or selling cheap news- 
papers or pamphlets. Richard Carlile took the lead in the 
movement for defiance of the new law, and passed the years 
following its enactment mostly in gaol, where he was duly 
joined not only by his wife and sister, but by one after another 
©f those who had volunteered to take his place in his shop 
or to sell the unstamped publications which h$ continued to 
edit even while he remained in prison. 

'thereafter the leadership of the movement passed to Henry 
Hetherington, who is best known as the proprietor of the 
famous Poor Mari's Guardian, It was in connection with the 
Poor Man's Guardian^ over which Hetherington had been 
repeatedly prosecuted in earlier years, that Lord Lyndhurst 
delivered in 1834 his remarkable judgment, declaring that after 
all this could not be regarded as a newspaper falling under the 
ban imposed by the Newspaper Acts. But even thereafter 
the stamp duties remained, and the agitation against them was 
carried on until their repeal by stages in the eighteen-forties. 
After 1834, however, the active repression of unlicensed publi- 
cations for the most part died away. The story of the news- 
paper duties and of the agitation against them has been fully 
told in two books — Mr. Wickwar’s The Struggle for a Free 
Press, and Mr. C. D, CoUet’s History of the Taxes upon 
Knowledge, I have no space to tell it further here. 

With this measure the long sequence of Acts directed to 
the repression of working-class and Radical movements comes 
to an end. Five years after the passing of the Six Acts the 
Combination Laws were repealed, thanks largely to the untiring 
activities of Francis, Place, and Trade Unionism became lawful^ 
though the Act of 1825, which replaced the more generous 
measure of 1 824, still left open many possibilities of prosecution 
— as was clearly seen in the period between 1825 ai^d the 
passing of the Trade Union >Act of 1871. This story of 
the struggle of the Trade Unions with the law falls, however, 
outside the scope of thi,s essay, which is designed only to 
describe the repressive laws which were passed during the 
thirty years following the Revolution in France, and invoked 
successfully in the prosecution of the Dorchester labourers in 
1834, when most people had forgotten their existence, and 
certainly no one anticipated their use as a means of suppressing 
Trade Unionism after the Combination Acts had been repealed. 
It is only necessary, in conclusion, to emphasise once more 
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the fact that many of the repressive powers conferred by these 
laws remain on the statute book even to-day,^ and can at any 
time be invoked against the working-class movement. It 
would be a fitting tribute to the Tolpuddle Martyrs for the 
Trade Union movement to take up, one hundred years after 
their martyrdom,* the task of sweeping away what is left of a 
body of law which was widely denounced as unjust and 
repressive when it was first enacted and has become ludicrously 
inappropriate to the recognised status of the Trade Union 
and Socialist movement of to-day. 


WILLIAM COBBETT 
(1762-1835) 

There are certain Englishmen who, being memorable for much 
besides, make one think, whenever they come into one’s mind, 
of England. Not of England as a nation, much less a Great 
Power, or of England as a political unit, or of England with 
any other special qualification, but purely and simply of 
England. It is not merely that these men are “so English,” 
though they are: it is that they have in some sort the quality 
of being England, and of expressing in whatever they do or 
say something as unmistakably English as the burr of an 
Oxfordshire (not, be it noted, an “Oxford”) accent. They 
have an English burr; and it goes without saying that, having 
this, they are none of your desiccated townsmen, remote from 
the life of field and village, but countrymen in mind, wherever 
they live. For the heart of our urbanised England is still 
in the coimtry. 

Cobbett was an Englishman in this very special sense. 
Carlyle called him “the pattern John Bull of the century”; 
and the phrase sticks in the mind. Bluff, egotistical, shrewd, 
capable of meanness as well as of greatness, positive in all 
things and desperately wrong in some — but also devastatingly 
right in many more — ^no theorist till he could see with his 

1 38 George lU, c. 78 ; 55 George m,, c. 80 ; 55 George III, c. 185 ; 
56 George III, c. 56. 

* This essay was originally written in 1934, and published, in part, 
in the volume issued that year by the Trades Union Congress to 
celebrate the centenary of the Tolpuddle Martyrs. 
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own eyes the human stuff of which problems are made, quick 
to anger and indignation but also in^itely friendly; didactical 
and often overbearing, and yet full of human sympathy; very 
well satisfied with himself and ever ready to hold his own 
experience up as an example to others; and therewith possessed 
of a singular power of identifying himself with the country 
he loved and the people for whom he fought — ^there, as nearly 
as I can paint it in a few words, you have the portrait of this 
tall, gawky, florid, exuberant farmer, who looked like a farmer 
ahd did more than any other man to bring hope into dark 
places where hope was needed even more sorely than meat 
and drink. 


Above all else, I think of Cobbett as the man who, at a 
wretched time in the history of the English people, put hope 
into their hearts, not by telling lies or painting fancy pictures, 
either of this world or of the next, but by good solid cursing 
that never degenerated into a whine or a mere vapouring of 
despair, but bade men gird up their loins and struggle for the 
right. No matter whether he was talking at the moment 
to a gathering of farmers in some country town on market 
day, or to a crowd of half-starved labourers assembled on 
some Hampshire heath, or to the journeymen and factory 
workers in one of the new industrial towns, he knew how to 
speak conifortable words, even if all he said was of men’s 
wrongs and miseries, and nothing at all of their compensations. 
He had a wealth of righteous indignation always at command, 
not vamped up to suit his hearers, but coming naturally out 
of him — ^felt and swelling within him too strongly to be bottled 
up. There were so many things to arouse that indignation; 
and, if he expended some of it on the wrong objects, that 
mattered very little, as long as his anger flowed like a sea 
over the inhumanity and injustice of the times. 

Yet Cobbett was not only an angry man, finding everywhere 
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coming back always to the open country for refreshment and 
inspiration. In the town, he oft;en seemed to be only guessing : 
in the country, he knew. 

Not that C^bett’s love of the country was just like mine, 
or probably yours; for I at any i;^te am a town-dweller, and 
not a countryman. The country is a place to which I go, 
not with the sense of going home. But to Cobbett the country 
was home, and his eye for it was the eye of a countryman. 
He wanted it to be useful, and not merely ornamental. The 
barren heath of Hindhead stirred no pleasure in him; and the 
sight of a held full of thistles put him quite out of humour 
for a morning. Gentlemen’s parks he could bear with, for 
he loved a good tree, above all if it was one of his favourite 
locusts. He had, moreover, a feeling for the old squire that 
never forsook him even when he was most roundly denouncing 
the squire’s political opinions. The squire was a part of Old 
England: he had been there so long that, equally with the 
village church, he fitted into the scene. It was another matter 
when the park belonged to a stockbroker or an army con- 
tractor, or any of the new-fangled money-spinning class. 
Then indeed Cobbett had a good look at the man’s park and 
house, very ready to find fault. But the old squire had, if 
not .his agreement, at least his sympathy, extended the more 
readily because, in Cobbett’s opinion, his chance of survival 
was poor enough in the bad new times. 

For Cobbett was one of those evangelists who see the future 
by looking back to the past. Maybe the past they think they 
see is not quite what really was; for they are as ready to pick 
out from it the things they love and value as to pick out 
what is bad in the present. That is nothing against them; 
for every age needs men to tell it in good homespun language 
what is wrong with it, and a touch of exaggeration does not 
come amiss either for stirring the imaginations of the victims 
or for shaking the complacency of the smug. Nor is there any 
harm in idealising the past, in the sense of seeing its virtues 
more plainly than its faults; for that is one way of giving men 
heart to set about mending present wrongs. Or, if it be a 
fault not to see all things steadily and whole and in the correct 
perspective, it may be a fault that is inseparable from a certain 
sort of greatness. To be always cool may be a virtue; but 
to lose one’s temper at injustice may be a virtue too, even if 
loss of temper always chstorts the vision. 

The past that Cobbett saw in this idealised way was some- 
times nearer, and sometimes more remote. At times, it was a 
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j)ast beyond the Reformation, when monasteries recognised 
the obligation to care for the p6or, and the tithe was a charge 
on property for the relief of the poor, and not itself a form 
of property. Under the spell of that vision he produced his 
History of the Protestant Reformation^ which roused the Evan- 
gelicals to the height of fury, as he Ailly meant it to do. At 
other times the past was neeirer, in the glorious days before 
the Bank of England, founded to help Dutch William’s wars, 
had saddled the country with the National Debt. Or again the 
past would draw nearer still, to the days of his own childhood, 
before Pitt had ruined the country with his villainous “system,” 
or the stock-jobbers enriched by the war had bought up the 
old estates, or “the Wen,” London, had been swollen to its 
present monstrous size. Those were the days — the days when 
Cobbett was a boy scaring crows in a field, or weeding the 
garden paths at Wavcrley Abbey, or watching the fine gentle- 
men — who could afford it then — ^ride out to hounds. But now, 
he tells us again and again, all that is gone — or going. The 
stock-jobbers are putting up their ugly big houses all over the 
countryside, or shoving the old decaying gentry out of their 
homes: the peasants, who used to be cheery souls, with good 
healthy appetites and a healthy respect for the State, are 
shivering in rags at the g^g-work set by the parish, or gone 
away to work long hours in the suffocating misery of the new 
factory towns. The old squires, where they are left, wear 
long faces because of the rates and taxes; and they are thinning 
fast. It is their fault, too, that they are being undone, because 
they backed up Pitt and his “system” and never lifted a hand 
to save the labourers from ruin. And they lived fine too, 
when they couldn’t afford it. There’s Squire Ridge, ruined 
with fox-hunting, and Squire Somebody -else, who tried to 
hold up his head among a pack of stock-jobbers, spending 
pound for pound. All the old glofies fast departing; and in 
their places lords of the loom and steam engine, brokers 
from Change Alley, and the pestilent fellows who make the 
paper for the Bank to print its filthy notes on. 

You would get tired of this quite soon; but suddenly, in 
the middle of his tirade, Cobbett would see something else 
in his mind’s eye, and in a minute he’d be off after that. 
Perhaps it was only the really excellent crop of Swedish 
turnips he passed when he was riding past Mr. Acres’ farm 
to-day, or perhaps it was a pretty girl in a field with whom 
he exchanged the glad eye. Whatever it was, you hear about 
it, as soon as the picture comes into hi^ vision; and then you 
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are in the fields with him, in sun or rain, seeing what the 
Swedish turnips looked like, or giving the girl the glad eye 
yourself. Or perhaps what comes up in his mind is a remem- 
brance of his own life ; and then too you hear about it. “ When 
I was a soldier in New Brunswick,*’ “when the swindling 
Americans robbed me of five thousand dollars,” “when Pitt 
offered me one of the Government newspapers,” “when I was 
in Newgate gaol” — all vastly egotistical, all much to Cobbett’s 
honour and glory, and for an example for all good citizens 
in the middle way of life to follow, but withal inunensely vivid, 
racy, diverting, and altogether human. 

In Rural Rides you get this expansive, discursive, objurgatory, 
preaching, reminiscent, but above all noticing William Cobbett 
at his best. Here is writing dashed off quickly, often on 
the morrow of a long day’s ride over the country, while the 
impressions were fresh, and sent post-haste up to London to 
be printed in that most personal of all periodicals, Cobbett’s 
Political Register, Their fascination lies a good deal in this 
impressionistic quality, or rather in their absolute naturalness 
and spontaneity. As you read them, you follow his racing 
thought and roving eye, never knowing what either will light 
on next. They are the perfection of political journalism, 
because they weave politics into the texture of normal living; 
but they are also literature that has long survived our minding 
about many of the persons and controversies with which they 
deal. Cobbett rode over southern England, and as he rode 
he wrote; and no book was ever written that was more 
England’s own book, getting the smell and feel and look of 
the English country and the English country people down in 
print, so that the reader can smell and feel and see as well 
as Cobbett. Usually 1 set no store by first editions; but my 
first edition of Rural Rides always seems to have a country 
smell. Perhaps that is only because it is a little mouldy. 

Or take Advice to Young Men — and Young Women^ for they 
are both on the title-page, though the book is generally spoken 
of discourteously without the young women. Here you get 
less of the vivid pictures of field and farm; for here Cobbett 
is writing not a journal, but a sort of tract. You will probably 
not take Cobbett’s advice; for his standards and habits are 
not yours. You will hardly choose your wife by deciding that 
she is the very woman for you when, on a second meeting, you 
find her scrubbing out a washing-tub in the snow, in the half- 
li^t of very early morning, on a bitterly cold day, out of 
anil vnii. tiTobablv. uisist ott douig youT writing- 
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work on a stone floor, or obey Cobbett’s precepts about rising 
early and going early to bed. You will not, I think, agree 
fully with his views on education, or find your wife, when you 
get one, willing to be written about quite as Cobbett wrote 
about Anne Reid, though assuredly he never wrote anything 
about her that was not vastly complimentary as he meant it 
But, though on many points you will not quite share Cobbett’s 
views — for, whatever your opinion may be, it is pretty certain 
you have twentieth-century habits of mind— I tWnk you will 
enjoy Advice to Young Men — and Young Wornen — ^above all 
else the bits that are about the author’s own life. If you do 
not enjoy it, I am inclined to say that is your fault; for it 
means you do not know and like racy^ redolent English writing 
when you meet it. 

Then there is the Political Register , which Cobbett conducted 
as a weekly for well over thirty years, writing the greater part 
of it himself, and basing its appeal practically to the exclusion 
of all else on his own personality. Others contribute to the 
Register now and then; there are screeds by the old prosy 
Radical, Major Cartwright, who was, for all his prosiness, the 
salt of the earth, and whole pages of reports of current events, 
or important documents reprinted, or extracts from parlia- 
mentary papers and debates. But no one bought the Register 
for the sake of these: men bought it to see what Cobbett was 
saying now, whom he had chosen to pillory this week, what 
particular feature of the iniquitous “system” he had chosen 
this time to denounce, or perhaps where he had been riding 
last, and what he had seen and thought by the way. The 
Register was Cobbetfs Register-r-the weekly register of Cob— 
bett’s impressions, reactions, and ideas derived from what be 
had been seeing and hearing and doing during the past week. 
His leading articles were enormous: often they took up most 
of the paper. But they were read — ^read aloud by poor men 
at coffee-houses and ale-houses where other poor men gathered 
who could not read, or at least could not afford to buy, and 
read no less in rich men’s clubs round Westminster; for 
Cobbett’s political opponents always wanted to know what he 
had to say this week. The Political Register was a power. 
Sometimes it barked up the wrong tree, but never up the 
wrong wood. And whether Cobbett chose the right or the 
wrong tree, men always attended to his barking. For a man 
cannot write like Cobbett, and not be attended to, even if 
he happen on occasion to be talking nonsense. 

The Political Register went through strung;^ metamorphoses 
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It was founded as an extreme patriotic journal, to back up 
Pitt and his French war policy, to denounce Jacobins and 
Radicals, and to shout down the demagogues on the other side. 
Within a few years it was shouting down the very groups that 
had supported its establishment, and Cobbett was bellowing as 
loudly for Radical Reform as he had beUowed against it. He 
did not change sides again; for he had found out by then 
where his allegiance really belonged. But the Register went 
through many queer changes after that. For two years Cob- 
bett edited it 'from Newgate Gaol, where be had been sent 
for saying libellous things about the flogging of soldiers. For 
two more he edited it from the other side of the Atlantic — ^in 
days when there were no^telegraphs or steamships, and letters 
could come only as fast as a sailing ship could travel. That 
was when he had fled to the United States partly from Lord 
Sidmouth’s “Gagging Acts”, of 1817, but also from his 
creditors, who had become far too pressing in their attentions. 
At different times the Register was sold at the most varied 
prices — from a shilling or more down to twopence, according 
to the changing exigencies of the Stamp Duties — those “taxes 
on knowledge” which were deliberately used to hamper the 
activities of Radical journalists. Its appeal was widely 
different from year to year. At one time it was full of appeals 
to the farmers, and plainly addressed to them as its principal 
audience. That was when Cobbett had gone a-crusadingf 
among the farmers to raise up support for an “equitable 
adjustment” of the monstrous burden of the National Debt, 
as well as for Radical Parliamenta^ Reform. At other times, 
it was written to and for the agricultural labourers — ^victims 
of a Poor Law which condemned theni to semi -starvation and 
to serf-labour under the Speenhamland arrangement. Or 
again, it would be filled with Addresses to the Journeymen and 
Labourers of the towns, adjuring them to join manfully in the 
ary for Radical Reform, and painting a lurid picture of their 
c^loitation by the financial power. Whatever the direction 
of the appeal might be, there in the Register, week after week, 
you had Cobbett talking about every conceivable sort of thing 
that wanted doing or undoing, in language that even the 
plainest readers could readily understand. Pbrhaps Cobbett’s 
predilection for stone floors helped him to write fast. Assuredly 
he did write fast: so that no other journalist, save Daniel 
Defoe, has ever approached his output, and certainly none 
has ever sold a paper for more than thirty years, almost 
exdusively on th^ strength ofliis own personality. The dr'" 
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culation of the Register ebbed and flowed with changes in 
political interest or tension. But no other paper on the same 
side ever came near equalling the influence of Cobbett’s 
weekly diatribe. 

This account of the Political Register has taken me back 
to Cobbett’s early days when, so far from upholding the cause 
of Radical Reform, he made his bow as the most violent of 
all the anti-Jacobin pamphleteers. Cobbett’s first published 
work, unless we accept the view that he had a hand in an 
earlier pamphlet written to uphold the rights of the common 
soldier, was a violent diatribe against that estimable Radical 
Reformer, Dr. Joseph Priestley, whose house had been burnt 
down not long before by the Birmingham mob. Priestley, 
finding liberty at a discount in an England at war with France, 
had come to look for it in the brave New World that had so 
lately flung off the tyrant’s yoke. He had landed in the free 
United States, to a salvo of congratulatory addresses from 
American Societies, whose members, fresh from singeing the 
King of England’s beard, were eager to wish* the Jacobins the 
same good hunting. Cobbett himself was in the United States 
because of a little disagreement with the powers that were in 
England; for he had used his experience as sergeant-major 
in the British army to collect imposing evidence of corrupt 
practices on the part of his officers, and this excess of zeal 
had made England too hot to hold him. But Cobbett in exile 
was very much the Englishman; and the revolutionary 
societies’ addresses to Dr. Priestley were altogethej^tQo much 
for him. His Observations on Dr, Priestley's Emigration were 
neither polite nor profound; but they were undoubtedly pun- 
gent, and the British diplomatic representatives in the United 
States were not long in seeking out so doughty a champion. 
During the remaining years of his sojourn in America Cobbett, 
not without encouragement from official quarters at home, 
laid about him with a will, defending the British cause through 
thick and thin, 'and lavishing upon the American people a 
wealth of home truths and home imtruths that made them 
at all events sit up and take notice. 

Philadelphia, where Cobbett was living, was then the 
capital of the young American Republic, and strongly pro- 
French. Cobbett opened a bookseller’s shop there after a 
series of entertaining quarrels with the regular boo^llers; 
and, just to teach these rebel|dogs their place, filled his shop- 
window with all the things most calculated to annoy the 
American public. Pictures his Sovereign Lord the Kingr 
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George III — ^not an American hero — a fine battlepiece of Lord 
Howe routing the American fleet, and so on. As Lewis 
Carroll said “He only docs it to annoy, because he knows it 
teases.** That was always apt to be Cobbett*s way. His 
History of the Protestant Reformation was written in just 
that spirit. 

That was not the end of Cobbett’s American escapades. 
He accused Dr. Rush, who was not only a famous physician, 
but also a political figure, of bleeding George Washington to 
death; and there were unpleasant consequences of the libel, 
especially as Cobbett went on to say just what he thought 
about the judge who tried the case and, in The Rushlight^ to 
devote a whole periodical to further impleasantness about Dr. 
Beiyamin Rush. Cobbett had gone to America because he 
found England too hot to hold him: he returned to his native 
country because the American continent also blistered at his 
presence. 

He came back, however, in the odour of political sanctity, 
to be greeted by Tory politicians in search of a journalist with 
enough punch to put the lousy Radicals in their place. The 
anti-Jacobins put up enough money to start the Political 
Register as an organ of the extreme right. It was to set about 
all Radical traitors in the same spirit as Cobbett had shown 
when he blackguarded Dr. Priestley or wrote his scurrilous 
life of the “impious** Tom Paine. The Register began in that 
qnrit; but, if the spirit lasted, the heroes and the villains soon 
exchanged roles. Cobbett ^d indeed damn the Peace of 
Amiens up hiU and down dale; he had his windows broken for 
refusing to illuminate in celebration of the peace. But before 
long he was causing his backers serious anxiety; and in a 
few yean they became well aware that they had received 
a sc^nt into their bosom. Cobbett began by taking a rooted 
dislike to Pitt, and probing inconveniently into the financial 
abuses of what he began to call “the Pitt system *’—the very 
last things which even Pitt*s political opponents wished to 
have exposed. He was then still all for war with France; 
but he wanted the war to be run cleanly, without pandering 
to stock-jobbers and handing out pensions and sinecures to 
the cousins and aunts of the important people. What a hoi^I 

In 1 806 Pitt died, leaving behind him an unresolved ambiguity 
about his dying words. Some say they referred to the fate 
of England, and others that they were about pork chops; 
but there was no doubt that Pitt left behind him a fair 
sucrocosm of the National Debt in the form of private 
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obligations of his own; and these debts a grateful nation, ediser 
to honour **the pilot*’ who died without weathering the storm, 
elected to pay. Cobbett celebrated the occasion by some 
candid words about Pitt, following his own maxim 
niortuis nil nisi verum — and then some.” But when his own 
friends, including William Windham, succeeded to office, there 
was* at least a lull in hostilities. The Ministry of All the 
Talents — except Cobbett’s — was to be given a chance. Cob- 
bett only remarked, that Fox was not quite such a scoundrel 
as he had hitherto always made him out to be, and offered a 
few simple proposals for«the new Ministry’s acceptance. For 
example, Windham, now at the War Office, might begin by 
cleaning up military corruption. 

William Windham thought otherwise — for, like most 
politicians, he regarded public corruption as an ”act of God.” 
Cobbett admonished, expressed pained surprise, threatened, 
and finally fulminated. Of a truth, the new lot was as bad 
as the old. New minister was but old Pitt writ large; and 
within a year of Pitt’s death, Cobbett was decisively of the 
Opposition, clamouring for Radical Reform to end the “Pitt 
system,” and, before long, as determined to end the war that 
bred corruption and national decay as he had been a while 
before to pursue it to the bitter end. The infidel Tom Paine 
had been right after all. Cobbett soon loved to quote his 
Decline and Fall of the English System of Finance against the 
transgressors. Soon, he was rubbing salt into the wounds of 
orthodoxy by quoting with approval irreligious pamphlets that 
followed up the ideas of Paine’s Age of Reason, He did not 
abandon the Church; but he loved to quote a refutation of 
orthodox Christianity, and fling out a challenge to the parsons 
about it. “Answer that if you 'can, you lazy, tithe-eating 
dogs. What are you paid for, if not to answer?” 

This political Odyssey of Cobbett’s needs a word of 
explanation. In his American exile, during the years that 
followed the Revolution in France, Cobbett was, as we have 
seen, the extremest of anti-Jacobins. How does that square 
with his later attitude? 1 think the answer must be that, 
almost from a boy, he had seen little of England. Still a 
youth, he had fled from his incarceration in a lawyer’s office 
to go for a soldier; and his years of service in the army had 
been spent in Canada, largely among those “Yankee Loyalists ” 
who had settled there after the War of Independence. From 
them he had doubtless learned to think of the Americans as a 
pack of rebels. His penchant for attacking corruption in 
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high places and for defending the weak had been with him 
already; and on his return to England he tried hard to bring 
the officers of his regiment to book for defrauding the soldiers. 
But while he was in England his ‘"case” occupied all his time, 
except what he spent courting Anne Reid; and though he had 
cause to find himself “agin” the Government over the court- 
martial proceedings, he saw nothing of the country, and found 
no reason to modify his general political outlook. Failing to 
get a fair chance of proving his case against his officers, he 
fled to France, then in the throes of Revolution, but not yet 
at war with England. But he did no), go to France for politics, 
or to a part of the country where political excitements ran 
high; and it seems likely that when, on the outbreak of war, 
he escaped from France^to the United States, he carried with 
him no clear political convictions at all. He was not a man 
who theorised easily : it needed actual sights and experiences 
to stir his mind to thought. 

In America, he found himself surrounded by anti -British 
feeling, strongly on the side of France. John-Bullishly, he 
revolted in exile against the abuse of his country, and became 
by reaction a fervent patriot. In his vigorous pamphlets 
denouncing and trouncing Priestley and Tom Paine, there is 
not a trace of political thinking. They are simple scurrility, 
carried off by the sheer vigour of the writing. Having ifoxmd 
his trade, Cobbett stuck at it; but he developed no new ideas 
except by reaction against his American surroundings. He 
came back at length to his own country, knowing nothing of 
it, except the Famham of his youth. 

Plunging at once into English journalism as a writer on 
the patriotic side, he was kept hard at it in London for some 
years, writing with plenty of vigour, but developing few new 
ideas. Stuck in London and seeing nothing of the country- 
side, which alone he thoroughly understood, he found nothing 
to stir his imagination, or to make him think, until his own 
friends came to office in 1806, in the Ministry of All the 
Talents. Then he expected things to begin to happen; and 
when they did not, he was in a mood to look at the situation 
for himself, and form an independent judgment. Moreover, 
after years cooped up in town, he felt the longing for the 
country coining upon him; and he began to go and look again 
at the places he had known in his youth. He was shocked, 
appalled. He saw everywhere signs of the intense misery 
wl^ch high prices and economic change had wroui^t upon the 
country people; and at once his reaction against the **Pitt 
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system” turned into a full-blown Radicalism, He rallied to 
the defence of his own people against their oppressors, and 
learnt a new hatred of the stock-jobbers and war financiers 
whose great houses he found everywhere scarring the jjountry. 
Their opulence seemed to him to affront the misery of the 
starveling labourers. His case against “Pitt finance” became 
in an instant not merely an intellectual case, but a belief 
charged with intense emotion. These were the devils who were 
responsible for the labourers’ miseries: down with them and 
all they stood for to the nethermost hell ! 

Thus Cobbett, converted, became the foremost of Radical 
agitators — foremost, because he was so like in mind to those 
on whose behalf he stood forward that the poor people readily 
recognised him for their own, as no merely intellectual leader 
of revolt could ever have been. Cobbett was a luckier, 
cleverer, more forcible peasant, who, thanks to his luck and 
brain and force of character, was able to stand forward to 
present the poor men’s ease. Knowing their own, they 
acclaimed him. Knowing that the English poor had at last 
found a representative leader, the wiser heads among the 
enemies of the poor were alarmed, and took counsel together 
against him. 

It took but four years or so after Cobbett’s full conversion 
to Radicalism to land him in Newgate Gaol. There, cooling 
his heels not uncomfortably, he had time to get ready for a 
fresh onslaught on the “Thing.” For gaols in those days 
were not as gaols are now. A prisoner with money in his 
pocket could do well enough in gaol, living in a hired apart- 
ment of his own, much to the gaoler’s profit, writing pamphlets, 
and articles which he could send out and publish freely, 
having his family to stay with him in the prison, receiving visits 
of sympathy from one of His Majesty’s judges, dressed in his 
full robes in order to mark his protest at the sentence, and 
last but not least entertaining his friends, whenever he chose, 
with «teaks and porter within the precincts of the prison. It 
was not so bad to be gaoled in those days, provided only that 
you could afford to pay through the nose. Cobbett paid, and 
lived in Newgate like a fighting cock; but his publishing 
business and his farm at Botley wept to rack and ruin the while, 
and a few years later he paid the penalty with his bankruptcy. 

The occasion of Cobbett’s gaoling need not much concern 
us here. He had written in the Political Register an article 
about the flogging of English soldiers on which the Govern- 
ment was able to base a successful charge of sedition; and far 
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this he was put in prison, after a tangle of negotiations in 
the course of which he decided at one point to stop publishing 
the Register altogether, as the price of being let off. But the 
negotiatjpns fell throu^, and the Register went on. Cobbett 
was able to write its main article regularly from prison, though 
he had to be careful not to provoke a further prosecution, 
which might have ruined him once and for all. To this cir- 
cumstance, and to the opportunity for thinking things over 
that his term in prison afforded him, we owe his Paper against 
Gold— ih& first of his long series of books published in parts 
and, apart from the Register^ the first of his Radical writings 
of importance. From this time paper money is seldom long 
out of .Cobbett’s mind. It becomes for him the symbol of 
the “system,” and by his denunciation of it he becomes the 
first of the long line of English popular monetary reformers, 
or shall we say “currency cranks’? 

The root idea of Paper against Gold Cobbett got from Tom 
Paine, whose pamphlet. The Decline and Fall of the English 
System of Finance, he never wearied of quoting with the 
strongest approval. A large part of the sorrows of the people 
was to be scored up against the wretched Bank of England; 
for the foundation of the Bank had been also the origin at 
one and the same time of the accursed National Debt and of 
paper bank notes, the twin plagues that were dragging the 
country down. The Debt was piling up to such a height that 
it would be impossible ever to repay it, and ruinous even to 
meet the interest charge; and as the Debt grew, the curse of 
paper money grew with it, for how else could the Debt grow? 
These were the days of the famous Bullion Committee, which 
demonstrated plainly, despite the Government’s denials, the 
depreciation of the Bank’s paper in relation to gold, as a con- 
sequence of the attempt to finance the long war by borrowing 
instead of taxation. Pitt had chosen the easy way of inflation 
because he wanted to make the war popular among the 
swindling fraternity of stock-jobbers and speculators, *who 
profited handsomely by the manipulation of government loans. 
The paper money had meant high prices, and starvation con- 
ditions for the unfortunate agricultural labourers, who were 
unable to raise their wages. It had meant temporary prosperity 
for the farmers, who had taken to new-fangled habits on 
the strength of it — ^buying pianos and educating their daughters 
to behave like gentlefolk. It had meant high rates for the 
landlords, but high taxes as well, as the burden of the poor 
rates increased, and as the long war had to be financed more 
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out of taxes, even to meet the annual charges of the mounting 
debt. The landlords had profited for the time, like the 
farmers; but both these classes were beginning to pay, and 
for both there was coming a real day of reckoning, when they 
would be called upon to meet the postponed costs of the war. 
Only the money-spinners were in clover, with their ceaseless 
jobbing of inflated money-values. Only they throve and 
multiplied, as the mass of paper money grew greater and 
greater with each year. 

Holding these views about the curse of paper money, Cobbett 
might have been expected to be found on the side of the 
“sound money men“ when the war was over, and the sages 
were once more urging a return to the gold standard. But 
not a bit of it! Cobbett, the arch-enemy of paper money, 
took the field as the strongest critic of the Bank Bill of 1819, 
under which the restoration of the gold standard was finaUy 
carried through. He did so without abating one word of 
his denunciations of the paper system, but arguing that it was 
manifestly* unfair and ruinous to repay in gold a debt which 
had been contracted in inflated paper money, and that before 
a resumption of cash payments could properly be allowed 
steps ought to be taken to scale down the debt, and the interest 
on it, to sL figure corresponding to the changed value of money. 
Cobbett demanded an “equitable adjustment,*’ by which he 
meant a lowering of the interest burden of the ddbt, by means 
of a forced reduction in the rates of interest, as a necessary 
preliminary to putting back the gold standard. 

To this struggle we owe Cobbett’s famous “gridiron” 
prophecy. If he were wrong in predicting that a return to 
the gold standard without an “equitable adjustment” would 
mean collapse, he gave leave to Lord Castlereagh “to put me 
on a gridiron and broil me alive, while Sidmouth stirs the fire, 
and Canning stands by making a jest of my groans.” Cobbett 
always claimed that his prophecies had come true, on the 
ground that, though the gold standard was put back, and 
the interest on the Debt was not reduced, the events of the 
financial crisis of 1825, when the Bank was comi^lled to re- 
issue the small* notes withdrawn a few years earlier, justified 
what he had said. He held, in 1826, his “Feast of the Grid- 
iron,” to celebrate his rightness; and he developed a habit of 
putting a gridiron as a sort of crest at the top of the front 
page of the Political Register, The “gridiron” became a 
recognised symbol among the Cobbettites: it turned up again 
in Chartist days as the motto of John Cleave’s Cobbett Qub. 


B 
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Cobbett himself lived long enough to offer strong opposition 
to Attwood’s paper money projects when they were put for^ 
ward by the Birmingham Political Union, and to conduct at 
Birmingham with Attwood one of those prodigious debates to 
which huge audiences seem to have been ready in those most 
enduring times to listen all day and most of the night. On 
this occasion, Attwood spoke for four and a half hours, and 
his supporter, Charles Jones, for I forget how long, before 
Cobbett got a word in. Cobbett then went at it for two 
hours, and Attwood took^ two more to reply. There were 
giants in those days. 

This discussion of Cobbett*s views about currency has taken 
us far away from his enforced residence in Newgate from 
1810 to 1812, when he was still only at the beginning of his 
career as a BLadical leader. His great period as a leader did 
not come till the war was over, and the huge wave of economic 
distress which followed the peace had swept over the industrial 
districts. Till then the Register had b^n read mainly by 
gentlemen and farmers: it had hardly reached tfie working 
class. But in 1816 Cobbett, conscious of the rumblings of 
iurest all over the new industrial areas, suddenly altered his 
appeal and began to talk directly to the working classes in 
the north of England. Knowing the country far better than 
the town, he had till then been more alive to agrarian than 
to industrial grievances and hardships; but now, in his 
Addresses to the Journeymen and Labourers^ he began to make 
a vigorous call to the miners and factory workers to rally to 
the cause of Radical Reform. In order to do this, he started 
producing ofif-piints from the Register, containing no news that 
would have subjected them to the Newspaper Tax, for sale 
at a penny and twopence a time; and these special off-prints, 
started as purely occasional pamphlets, soon turned into a 
regular twopenny edition of the Political Register for popular 
consumption. The success of his vigorous appeals was imme- 
diate. It is said that, at the height of their popularity, Cobbett 
was selling sixty thousand copies a week. Undoubtedly Cob- 
bett’s cheap Reg/j/er— called “Twopenny Trash” first by its 
enemies, though he joyfully adopted the name — ^had a great 
deal to do with bringing over the factory workers to the cause 
of Radical Reform of Parliament. “At this* time,” writes 
Bamford, the Lancashire weaver, “the writings of William 
Cobbett suddenly became of great authority: they (were read 
on nearly every cottage hearth in the manufacturing dis- 
tricts. • • Bamford attributed to Cobbett’s infloenoe the 
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abandonment of rioting, and the creation instead of an 
organised Reform movement among the weavers. Whether 
that be true or not, certainly Cobbett leapt of a sudden to 
an outstanding position among the leaders of the working plass. 

He had soon to pay the penalty of his success. Sidmouth’s 
“Gagging Acts” of 1817, followed up by the Six Acts of 1819, 
suppressed hiS cheap Register^ by imposing upon it the high 
newspaper tax, and so making cheap publication impossible. 
Moreover, knowing the Acts of 1817 to be largely aimed at 
him, and having also serious private embarrassments of his 
own, Cobbett evaded the prison, which was the fate of most 
of the other working-class leaders, by flight. In 1817 he took 
ship secretly to the United States; and there he stayed foj 
the next two years. He was accused of cowardly desertion 
of his post in the hour of danger; and there is no doubt that 
he did run away. Whether he should have stayed, to face 
gaol for debt, or sedition, or both, is a moot point. We at 
‘ any rate can aflbrd to be grateful for his flight; for with it 
begins the sequence of books by which he is best remembered. 
Away from the constant battle of journalism and political 
agitation, Cobbett found leisure to sit down and write books 
— though, with his passion for the land, his first thought when 
he reached the United States was to get land to farm as well 
as a political asylum. For two years he farmed, and wrote; 
and when, late in 1819, he came back to England to face the 
repression, just as the ^x Acts were being passed into law, he 
brought back with him the stock of ideas that went to the 
making of a whole series of books that will not easily die. 

Two of these books, A Journal of a Year's Residence in the 
United States of America and A Grammar of the English 
Language^ appeared while he was still away from England. 
Cobbett’s Grammar is, I think, still an admirable grammar, for 
the sort of person for whom Cobbett meant it. I have tried 
it on grown-up students to whom their teachers had omitted 
to teach their native language at school, and the results of 
using it have been excellent. Nor is it worse as a grammar 
for being at times a political tract as weU. For just as in 
Rural Rides Cobbett mixed his politics with the affairs of the 
^ countryside, till the Swedish turnip became a political weapon, 
so in his Grammar he bombarded his political adversaries 
unmercifully with the parts of speech. “The nominative is 
frequently a noun of multitude; as mob, parliament, gangj* 
“The gang of borough-tyrants cruel, and are also notoriously 
as ignorant as brutes.” “Amongst a select Society of empty 
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heads, ‘moderate reform* has long been a fashionable 
•expression; an expression which has been well criticised by 
asking the gentlemen who use it, how they would like to obtain 
modfirate justice in a court of law, or to meet with moderate 
chastity in a wife.” 

In 1819, despite the Six Acts, which intensified the repression, 
Cobbett came back to England, and resumed his place among 
the outstanding Radical leaders. Thereafter his books 
followed one another in quick succession. The American 
Gardener appeared in 1821; and in that year he also began 
publishing his series of Rural Rides in the Political Register, 
His Sermons^ including one on The Sin of Drunkenness^ 
pointedly directed at George IV, followed in 1821, in the midst 
of the Queen Caroline case; and Cottage Economy appeared 
the same year. Part I of his History of the Protestant Reforma- 
tion followed in 1824; and a succd^sion of lesser books led up 
to Advice to Young Men in 1829, and the first collected issue ^ 
of Rural Rides in 1830. Cobbett’s best books are thus the* 
work of late middle age. He was nearing sixty when hq 
began Rural Rides, and sixty-six when he published Advice to 
Young Men. Like Defoe, who alone can dispute his claim 
to be the greatest of English journalists, he wrote all the 
better as he grew old. 

All this time he was vigorously pursuing his political cam- 
paigns. In 1820 and thereabouts he became absorbed in the 
case of Queen Caroline — the best of all sticks for beating a 
reactionary Ministry and a profligate King. Cobbett, who 
was perhaps induced to espouse the Queen’s cause mainly for 
this reason, became Caroline’s most devout champion, writing 
her manifestoes for her in most un-Carolinian prose, and 
building up behind her an immense popular agitation through- 
out the country. When the Queen’s death knocked away the 
foundations of the movement, Cobbett was ready for a new 
cause. During the next few years he headed a revolt of the 
farmers against high taxation, working up among them a big 
movement in favour of Radical Reform. But returning 
agricultural prosperity caused the tide of agrarian unrest to 
ebb for a time; and the circulation of the Register went down 
till the country, now under milder and more hesitant Ministers, 
began to warm up for the struggle over the Reform Bill. 

Into this struggle Cobbett put the whole of his ener^. 
He felt a profound distrust of the various groups of parlia- 
mentary reformers— from Whigs bent on “moderate reform’* 
to the “feelosofical viliains** from north of the Border who 
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were determined to transfer power to the middle classes in 
such a way as to leave their working-class allies out in the 
cold. Throughout the campaign he denounced the Whigs 
and Lord Brougham with impartial vigour^ urging the working- 
class Radicals to get control of the Political Unions throughout 
the country, in order to press forward their own nominees 
to Parliament and so dish the Whigs. In this contest. Cob- 
bett’s followers were usually worsted, and the Whigs and 
“feelosofers” between them captured most of the nominations. 
The Reformed Parliament of 1832, when it came at last, 
contained Cobbett, as member for Oldham. But he had only 
a handful of followers to face a powerful Whig majority with 
which the Tories were usually ready to make common cause 
when really Radical measures were at issue. It was said by 
his parliamentary contemporaries that old Cobbett did not 
make much of a politician, and never demeaned himself as a 
proper “House of Commons man.” He has, however, apart 
from his violent attacks on Peel and on the Speaker, at any 
rate one very memorable House of Commons speech to his 
credit. He spoke it in the course of the debates on the Factory 
Bill of 1833. Though it has been quoted often, I feel I must 
quote it again — the one longish quotation from Cobbett’s 
writings I have introduced into this essay: 

Sir, 1 will make but one single observation upon this subject, 
and that is this: that this “reformed” House has this night made 
a discovery greater than all the discoveries that all former Houses 
of Commons have ever made, even if all their discoveries could 
have been put into one. Heretofore, we have sometimes been 
told that our ships, our mercantile tra^c with foreign nations by 
means of these ships, together with our body of rich merchants 
— we have sometimes been told that these form the source of our 
wealth, power and security. At other times, the land has stepped 
forward, and bid us look to it, gnd its yeomanry, as the sure 
and solid foundation of our greatness and our safety. At other 
times the Bank has pushed forward with her claims, and has 
told us that, great as the others were, they were nothing without 
“PUBLIC CREDIT”, upon which not only the prosperity and 
happiness, but the very independence of the country depend. But, 
sir, we have this night discovered, that the shipping, the land, and 
the Bank and its credit, are all worth nothing compared with the 
labour of three hundred thousand little girls in Lancashire! Aye, 
when compared with only an eighth part of those three hundred 
thousand little girls, from whose labour if only we deduct two hours 
a day. away goes the wealth, away goes the capital, away go the 
resources, the power, and the glory of England! With what pride 
and what pleasure, air. will the ri^t hon. gentlemen oppoaite. and 
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the honourable member for Manchester behind me, go northward 
with the news of this discovery, and communicate it to that large 
portion of these little girls whom they have the honour and the 
happiness to represent! 

Cobbett was not destined to have a long or distinguished 
parliamentary career. I{e was an old^man when he was 
elected; and, proud as he was of being there to represent the 
common people, the House of Commons was by no means 
his spiritual home. He sat assiduously through the debates, 
though the late hours did not suit him and he had very little 
respect for most of the proceedings of the “honourable 
House.” But his letters show him pining for the country and 
for his farm; and he was happiest when Parliament was in 
recess, and he could get back to his crops. For throughout 
his life, whatever he was doing — and that was usually a great 
deal — he was never really happy without a patch of land to 
look" after. He made one farm after another — ^his Botley 
farm, on which he lavished many years of labour, only to be 
ousted as a result of his bankruptcy, his farm on Long Island 
during his two years* exile in the United States from 1817 
to 1819, his seed farm at Kensington, his fatm at Bam Elms, 
and in his last years Normandy Farm, Ash, near Aldershot. 
There he made his agricultural experiments, with acacia trees 
or locusts, as he called them, with Cobbett’s com, Swedish 
turnips, straw plait, and a host of other things; and he waS' 
always eager to pass on his knowledge to his fellow farmers 
and labourers. He wrote and edited agricultural manuals, 
from Jethro Tull’s famous Horse-hoeing Husbandry to his own 
English Gardener, The Woodlands, and A Treatise of Cobbetfs 
Corn. Farming and education were blended together in his 
mind. He must always be turning over land, and tilling the 
soil of other men’s minds as well. 

Yet for formal educational systems he had for the most 
part a great contempt. His references to Oxford are uni- 
formly derogatory: he loved nothing better than to see a 
professor caught out; and his most outrageous diatribes were 
poured out again the “feelosofical villains” like Brougham, 
who set out to teach the poor the blessings of the new industrial 
system. He had no use for the Society for the Diffusion of 
Useful Knowledge, Brougham’s favourite, which Thomas Love 
Peacock aptly niejmamed “The Steam Intellect Society.” The 
kind of education he believed in firmly was the sort he had 
got hiffiteU; and was ready at every opportunity to impart 



WILLIAM COBBETT 135 

to others— the kind a man picked up not at school, but by. 
sitting over Cobbett’s Grammar or Cobbett’s History or even 
Cobbett's Register before or after a hard day^s work. If 
you read Advice to Young Men you will soon realiser that 
the young men who set out to follow it were not in for an 
easy time. They had to be up early, and abed late. They 
were to live sparingly; and plenty of hard work was recom- 
mended as a means to keeping fit. Beer they might have — 
especially home-brewed; but they had better keep off other 
intoxicants, and certainly off such noxious brews as tea. 
Cobbett had learnt in a hard school; and he was thoroughly 
well satisfied with the results. Let others go and do likewise, 
if they wanted to make their way in the world. 

This egoism of Cobbett’s is everywhere in his work. I can 
imagine that his contemporaries often found it offensive ^as 
well as laughable. Certainly they were always on the look- 
out for weak points in his armour, of which there were not a 
few. It is laughable still, because, of its naiveti\ but it is 
no longer a source of offence. For it is only the prig, like 
Marcus Aurelius, whose self-satisfaction continues to offend 
when the possessor is centtuies dead and gone. Cobbett’s 
self-satisfaction* is not priggish. It rests not on an interest 
in saving his own soul, but on an assertion that he is as good 
a man as anyone else; and it is preserved from self-centredness 
because he also made it an assertion of the rights and claims 
of the common people from whose ranks he had come. ** Hate 
me; hate my class,” Cobbett seemed to be always saying; 
and it was to a great extent his egoi^ that enabled him to 
go on throughout his life thinking and feeling as onev of the 
country folk among whom he had been born, and thus able 
to speak to them, far more than any of his contemporaries, 
as one of themselves. The common people of England have 
not had so many interpreters that they can afford to forget 
Cobbett. 

When Cobbett died, in 1835, The Times— ihic “bloody 
old Times'* as he had often called it — said that he was an 
“episode.” The Times meant that, with all his doing and 
saying, he had never understood or formed part of the main 
stream of the development of English life. He had lived, 
battling against an unwelcome and unintelligible present in 
the cause of a romanticised past. Therefore, it was predict^, 
he was destined to have no successor. On that last point 
The Times was right; for Cobbett was the last— and indeed 
also the first— articulate voice of that English countryside, 
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which, even in his own day, the rising tide of industrialism 
was swiftly drowning. He ^longed to an age that was dying; 
and, as he saw the sufferings and injustices that the birth of 
the new age brought upon his own people, it was natural 
for him not only to revolt, but to look romantically at the 
age that had been swept away. This explains his attitude to 
the old squires; and it also explains his views about the 
Protestant Reformation. 

It was fitting that Cobbett's last crusade should be made 
on behalf of the village labourers for whom he had been fighting 
hard the best part of his life. In the agricultural troubles of 
1830-31, which Mr. and Mrs. Hammond have called ‘‘The 
Last Labourers' Revolt,” he stood up manfully on behalf of 
the unfortunates whom the Whig Government was putting 
down with so savage a severity. He was put on trial himself, 
on the charge of responsibility for fomenting the revolt; and 
doubtless his speeches about the labourers* wrongs had helped 
to stir up the spirit of resistance in them, though Cobbett had 
certainly not incited them to actual rioting. He was acquitted, 
for the jury disagreed; and his acquittal was regarded as a 
bad blow for the Whig Government. But the labourers, 
though they had behaved with a singular absence of violence, 
were put down ruthlessly; for the Whigs were determined to 
show that, though they were parliamentary reformers, they 
were as devout upholders of law and order as the Duke of 
Wellington himself. Cobbett’s hatred of the Whigs was 
greatly fanned by the events of 1831; and his last crusade 
was against a further Whig blow at the rights of the poor. 

In 1834 the Poor Law Amendment Act was passed, to 
sweep away the “Speenhamland” system of poor relief in 
aid of wages in the rural areas, and to make an end of outdoor 
relief for the unemployed in the industrial regions. In the 
early, months of 1835 — ^he died in June 1835 — Cobbett was 
trying to stir up the whole country to a revolt against the new 
Poor Law, which he had fought hard, with only a handful 
of supporters, while it was before the House of Conmions. 
His last articles are a summons to this crusade to preserve 
the right of the poor to maintenance. But he died just as the 
new Poor Law Commissioners were beginning their work; and 
in fact t^ agricultural labourers had been too heavily b^ten 
down four years before to have strength left to respond to 
his appeal. The response came in 1837 among the industrial 
workers, when the ‘‘Three Bashaws of Somerset House,*’ 
having completed the introduction of the new Poor Law into 
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the agricultural areas, turned to applying it to the industrial 
districts. The outcome oC that response was the Chartist 
Movement. But before the advent of Chartism Cobbett was 
dead; and Feargus O’Connor was left to lead it. 

Whether Cobbett was an “episode” or not, he was certainly 
an Englishman. I know of none so English, so much of that 
England which was not a nation of shopkeepers, but a nation 
of farmers and sailors and adventurers over the face of the 
earth. Not that Cobbett scorned shopkeeping. He kept shop 
for many years, first in Philadelphia, and latterly bookselling 
in London. In the Strand and at Bolt Court he sold not 
only books and newspapers and pamphlets, but also seeds and 
trees, and even patent fire-grates of a type which he was 
trying to introduce from the United States. Cobbett kept 
shop; and he had a very good idea of the value of making 
money, though he never mastered the art of keeping it for 
long. But for him shopkeeping was an incident; and the 
wares he sold* were mostiy of his own making. He delighted 
in making things, and was never happy unless he had plenty 
of work on hand. Whatever he was doing, his day was like 
a farmer’s day. I have a diary of his, written at the end of 
his life, in which jottings about the crops and the weather 
appear all mixed up with notes about Parliament and politics 
and family afiairs, and anything that happens to need noting 
do^. Its jumble of activities gives an extraordinarily clear 
impression of the ceaseless round of doing and making that 
was Cobbett’s life. 

Much of that round I have left out— far more, indeed, than 
I have put in; for this is an essay, and not a bio^aphy. But 
I have at least tried to suggest the sort of man William Cobbett 
was. If you want more, I have written a life of him. But, 
best of all, go to his own books, and of these, above all others, 
to Rural Rides. For there you will find Cobbett himself, 
talking about all manner of things as he rides over the country 
he loves and sees in it only too much to hate. Rural Rides is 
Cobbett; and it is also a not inconsiderable part of England. 
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Nine out of ten readers, asked to name off-hand a work by 
William Cobbett, would answer Rural Rides. It is not that 
Cobbett wrote nothing else; his output, in millions of words, 
was probably greatpr than that of any other English writer of 
his ability. It is not that Rural Rides has been the most 
widely circulated of his books: Advice to Young Men has been 
reprinted at least as often, and Cobbett’s English Grammar had 
a far greater circulation in his own day, and has continually 
reappeared in cheap editions ever since. It is not that 
Cobbett himself 'set most store by Rural Rides; for, if he had 
been asked to name his best book, he would probably have 
chosen, according to his mood of the moment. Paper against 
Gold, or The Poor Man's Friend— ntithtr of which anyone 
reads nowadays—or even that highly unhistorical squib, the 
History of the Protestant Reformation. But posterity has no 
doubts: purely as a writer, and apart from his importance 
as a political influence, Cobbett lives to-day mainly as the 
author of Rural Rides. 

It is easy to see why. To begin with. Rural Rides contains 
some of the best, the most vivid and vigorous writing that has 
ever appeared in the English language. But there are many 
works of Cobbett’s— such as Advice to Young Men and the 
Letters to the Luddites, to take only two examples— which are 
equally well written. The real reason is that in Rural Rides, 
as in no other work, the reader finds the whole of Cobbett, 
the whole of that vigorous, combative, prejudiced, but always 
interested and interesting personality, who for a number of 
years held a position among the English working classes 
almost equivalent to that of O’Connell among the Irish 
peasants. The literature which is compendiously called “ Anti- 
Cobbett” takes up a pretty large space in the catalogue of the 
British Museum Library; the reader of Rural Rides will find 
out what exactly it was that “Anti-Cobbett” was trying to 
combat. 

Into Rural Rides Cobbett put the whole of himself— what* 
he really loved as well as what he really hated. In a casual 
glance at the Political Register, or at almost any of his political 
writings, the hatreds are apt to bulk too large. The economist 
angrily shrugs his shoulders at Cobbett’s somewhat ad hoc 
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opinions on national finance; the historian gasps at his violent 
historical prejudices; the social student feels slightly bewildered 
at the comprehensive flinging of Castlereagh, Wilberforce, 
Mrs. Fry, Burdett, Owen, Brougham, and Oliver into the same 
circle of hell; and all together wonder audibly, as Creevey 
did in his own day, that a man who was^ so absurd, so un- 
reasonable, and so abusive, could be so worshipped. But all 
these prejudices are but knots and warts on his personality. 
Essential knots, no doubt; for Cobbett would not have been 
Cobbett without his prejudices. But they were only part of 
the man himself; and it is simply as a man, not as a philan- 
thropist, like Owen, or a strategist, like Place, or even an 
agitator, like Henry Hunt, that Cobbett holds his place in 
working-class history. 

The collection of travels through England known as Rural 
Rides is admirably fitted to express that personality. In the 
first place, the form exactly suited the writer, allowing him to 
break off at any moment into one of his characteristic digres- 
sions. In the second place, the date at which he began to 
write them was one of very great significance, both in Cobbett’s 
personal career and in the history of the English working 
class. The first Ride was written in 1821, two years after 
Cobbett’s return from America, and two years after “Peel’s 
Act” had put an end to the period of war inflation. Every- 
thing that Cobbett saw around him seemed at this time to 
bear witness abounding to the truth of his predictions. The 
“Pitt system,” which he had been denouncing for at least 
fifteen years, seemed at last on the point of collapse. Agricul- 
ture, industry, financer-all lay in ruins around him. Every- 
where, popular discontents rumbled £fnd resounded. Reform,, 
which would sweep away the abuses and all the causes of 
distress, could not, he thought, be much longer delayed. 

The evolution of Cobbett’s Radicalism had, indeed, been 
a gradual process. From 1804 onwards, the reader of the 
Political Register will notice the beginning of the change in 
Cobbett from violent Anti -Jacobinism to a Radicalism no less 
aggressive. Until then, he had been an intransigeant supporter 
of war to the death against France; he had attacked the Peace 
of Amiens, and fiercely exhorted his countrymen to renew 
the struggle. He-was, even in those days, beginning to attack 
Pitf s system of war finance, and still more the rapidly develop- 
ing system of places, pensions, and sinecures which Burke 
had denounced twenty years before. But, at this stage, be 
kept highly respectable political company. William Windham 
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was his closest political associate; and he looked to Windham 
and his friends, when they came into power, to end the abuses 
as well as to get on with the war. His awakening came soon, 
when Windham joined with Fox and Grenville in the Ministry 
of All the Talents. For the first, but by no means for the last 
time, Cobbett thei^ discovered that politicians in opposition 
are apt to differ in outlook from the same politicians in power. 
Cobbett required of Windham and his friends that, immediately 
upon taking office, they should drastically reform the army, 
end the rule of placemen and pensioners, and stop the Pitt 
system of financing the war. And when — Grenville bcdng him- 
self not the least of the sinecurists — they did nothing of the 
sort, he passed instantly into opposition, and, after offering to 
stand himself, backed Lord Cochrane as Radical candidate 
for Honiton. 

The Political Register, which had been hitherto a strongly 
anti-reform journal, was soon definitely on the Radical side. 
But it was not yet a journal of overwhelming importance; it 
was more like any opposition weekly of the present day 
(though somewhat better written) than the terrific power which 
it afterwards became. 'For that we have to wait another ten 
years. In the meantime, Cobbett gradually grew more and 
more extreme in his Radical opinions. Grenville’s Ministry 
fell, and its place was taken by that Tory ascendancy which 
under the aegis successively of Portland, Perceval, Liverpool, 
Canning, Goderich, and Wellington, dominated England to 
the verge of the Reform Bill. The placemen and the sinecurists 
went on untroubled; to the scandal of Melville succeeded the 
scandal of Mrs. Clarke; Old George Rose continued his profit- 
able career; Quintin Dick bought a seat from Castlerea^ and 
was turned out of it for voting against the Government. More 
important for Cofibett’s development was his growing con- 
sciousness of the oppression which was bound up with the 
corruptness of the system. In 1809 his indignant protest 
against the flogging of English militiamen under the guard of 
German mercenaries earned him two years in Newgate, and 
from 1811 onwards the protests of Luddites and others in the 
manufacturing towns began to be put down wkh increasing 
severity. At the same time, the agricultural labourers and 
cottagers, who were Cobbett’s own people, driven off the land 
by the growing movement towards enclosure, saw their stan- 
dard of life steadily lowered by the soaring prices of the food- 
stuffs which they produced, but which their wages were not 
enough to buy. It roused Cobbett’s heartiest indignation that 
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neither Government nor philanthropists had any proposals to 
help his poor chopsticks, though Wilberforce, the Frys, and 
others of their kin could whip up subscriptions and rouse 
public opinion to distribute bibles and tracts among them, 
or to mend the woes of felons and negroes; and he was not 
soothed when he came across a group of “feelosofical villains” 
who explained that the real reasons for the plight of the agricul- 
tural labourer were that he had too many children and ate 
too much white bread. Cobbett came on the scene rather 
after the famous campaign to Eat More Soup which is so 
prominent a feature of the early years of the French wars; in 
his day the advertised substitutes for bread were oatmeal and 
potatoes, and when, in after years, he is found attacking a 
public character with really disproportionate venom, it will 
frequently be found that the unfortunate offender has been an 
advocate either of potato-eating or of birth control. 

Gradually all these things came together in Cobbett*s mind 
to form a system of corruption and oppression against which 
it was his life work to fight. This conception was not com- 
pleted all at once. Cobbett’s mind was not one which dealt 
naturally in abstract ” systems”: anyone less like a Marxian 
Socialist could hardly be imagined. In some ways his mind 
was curiously unsophisticated; for some time he was still dis- 
posed to believe that, certain things apart, the ruling powers 
were substantially in accordance with his notions of justice, 
and that, when he found an abuse, he had only to call attention 
to it loudly enough for it to be remedied. He regarded abuses 
as he might stbnes in his road — as obstacles which needed a 
kick, possibly two kicks, to remove them, but which were 
essentially removable. It was only when a long series of 
kicks, accompanied by the natural language of a full-blooded 
and indignant man, had failed to make the slightest impression 
on the obstacles, that it began to dawn on him that possibly 
what he had mistaken for casual stones were in reality parts 
of a monstrous erection which his former friends were acutely 
interested in preserving. Once he had grasped this idea, every- 
thing fell into place. The chopstick could not have his wages 
high and his food cheap — why? Because his employer, the 
farmer, was so burdened by taxes levied to pay the pensioners 
and sinecurists, the fundholders and army contractors, that he, 
could not afford wages enough to meet the high prices which 
war finance and paper money had brought about. Who 
benefited by the paper money'Z The loanmon^rs and stock- 
jobbers, the Barings and Ricardos, who got rich by sucking 
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the farmers, and who, with their financial power, propped up 
the governing class and enabled it to divide fat Government 
jobs among its sisters and its cousins and its aunts; while the 
same governing class, through its control of the rotten boroughs 
passed the laws which gave the stock-jobbers their privileged 
position. This, in brief, was the system which Cobl^tt called 
^*the Thing '' — a Thing which seemed so vividly personal to 
him that one is tempted to believe he must have seen it in 
his dreams as something like Peer Gynt’s Great Boyg, a vast 
immovable object which bore the face now of Pitt, now of 
Malthus, now of Baring, and now of Castlereagh. And the 
key to the Thing’s power, he rapidly came to believe, lay in 
the rotten boroughs. A Parliament of placemen-stock-jobbers 
who had bought their seats could not be expected to take any 
steps to put an end to the system which suited them so well, 
and unless the system was ended chopsticks could not have 
bread and meat and home-brewed beer. But once the rotten 
boroughs were destroyed, then the unrepresented people would 
rise and put an end to the scandal. So Cobbett became a 
Radical, an ally of Burdett, Cartwright, and Cochrane, though 
the road by which he had travelled to Radicalism was different 
from theirs. 

He was in this state of mind when, in 1815, the war ended. 
Almost at once, with the stoppage of war production and the 
return of the soldiers, distress became general. Prices dropped 
sharply, and even the new Corn Law could not save the 
farmers. With distress, of course, went discontent, and a 
growing clamour for Reforni,. behind which now stood, not 
the little knot of intellectual Radicals who had made the 
movements of 1789, but all on whom the great economic 
changes had pressed hard, the depressed agricultural labourer, 
not a few of the farmers, and, with these, the craftsman 
menaced by machinery, and the power-driven factory worker 
in the new towns. 

Almost by accident, Cobbett found himself the leader of 
this seething movement for Reform. In 1816 he began to 
issue a twopenny edition of the Political Register, which had 
steadily been gaining popularity among the working classes. 
His A^esses to the Journeymen and Labourers inaugurated the 
new regime, which was an immediate and startling success. 
Cobbett, as* the only Radical who could write really well— one 
is sometimes tempted to say, the only Radical who could 
write at all — ^found his fame and his influence spreading into 
every town and village in the kingdom. 
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The Government’s response was prompt. The ostensible 
reasons for Sidmouth’s ‘‘Gagging Bills** of 1817 were the 
Spa Fields affair and the riots in the east and north; but there 
is little doubt that Cobbett was right in saying they were in 
fact aimed largely at him and his “Twopenny Trash.** As 
soon as the Bills were passed, he fled to America and'remained 
there for two years. 

It is amusing, in a way, to observe what a different America 
greeted Cobbett the 'Radical from that which Cobbett the Tory 
found when he went there at the time of the French Revolution. 
Then, America was a scandalous place, full of liars and thieves 
who “break through and steal — ^five thousand dollars a time*’; 
now, it is the Paradise of the working man and the yeoman 
farmer, the place where wages are high and land is cheap, 
and there is no standing army, no burden of taxation, no 
tithe-eating tribe of parson-justices, and no Wilberforces. The 
later picture is doubtless too rosy for strict accuracy, but the 
impression that it made on Cobbett filled him with righteous 
and still hopeful indignation when he turned back to consider 
the conditions of the people of England. And Cobbett always 
wrote best when indignation pointed, and hope gilded, "the 
shaft of his vehemence. 

In 1819 he returned; but not to quite the same problems. 
The placemen and the stock-jobbers were flourishing as before; 
and the political oppression had been intensified rather than 
lightened. Just before he left the States the news of Peterloo 
arrived, to be followed, immediately upon his return, by the 
famous Six Acts. But a new economic problem had arisen, 
which may shortly be designated “Peel’s Act and the Poor 
Law.’* 

Too much has been written of the “ Spcenhamland system** 
of poor relief and of its effects for any general account of it 
to be needed here. But it must be pointed out that its effects 
were certainly different, not only in different places, but at 
different times. 

During the Napoleonic Wars there was no dearth of 
grumbling by landlords and farmers at the increasing burden 
of the' poor rates. But, in face of the lag of rural wages 
behind rapidly rising prices, the agricultural interest could 
hardly help realising that it was collectively saving in wages at 
least as much as it was paying out in poor relief, and getting 
info the bargain a hold over the labourer' which might be 
vised to keep him in thorough and helpless subjection. More- 
over, though landlord and farmer grumbled, they knew well 
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enough that they had nothing to grumble at. Corn and meat 
were both scarce owing to war conditions, and prices — even 
in relation to the inflated currency— consequently high. As 
leases fell in, landlords were raising rents to heights undreamed 
of; and yet farmers, after paying these rents, were making 
profits ^t a rate which enabled them to expand their scale of 
living and ape the manners of the gentlefolk. Under such 
conditions, there might be grumbling; but the poor-rates were 
not really felt as a burden. The consumer — the insatiable, 
paper-money-fed, war-infiated consumer — paid for all. 

After 1815 the position was very different. As soon as 
the war was over, prices fell sharply, and landlords and 
farmers had rapidly to readjust their ideas to a totally new 
set of conditions. They were given, indeed, a Corn Law to 
protect them; but it could not save them from the effects either 
of the loss of the Allied armies’ demand for corn, or of the 
forces which brought about a fall in the price level without 
any equivalent reduction in the burdens of taxation. The 
further prices fell, the greater became the burden of the National 
Debt, which, contracted largely in depreciated paper, had 
now to be repaid with an increased quantity of actual goods 
and services. And then, on top of the iimsfortunes of the 
years immediately succeeding the war, came Peel’s Act of 
1819, under which cash payments were to be resumed by the 
Bank of England, and a complete return made to the gold 
standard abandoned in 1797. This meant, of course, a fresh 
contraction of ther currency, and a further fall in prices, re- 
acting sharply upon the agricultural interest, and, at least for 
the time, accentuating the distress. The sequel to Peel’s Act 
was the Agricultural Committee of 1821, set up to consider 
the distresses of the rural community, and resulting in the 
proposed remedies of which Cobbett made short work in his 
Letters to Landlords, published in the Political Register 
during 1821. 

These letters, and the report which provoked them, are 
undoubtedly the direct progenitors of Rural Rides. Cobbett 
made up his mind to see things for himself, and to enforce, 
by actual observation of rural conditions, the statements he 
bad made in answer to the arguments of the landlords before 
Ihe Agricultural Committee. The ’’agriculturasses,’* in brief, 
bad demanded a prohibitive tariff on imported corn. George 
Webb Hall, *’that distracted creature,” to whom there &re 
frequent derisive n^erenpes in Rural Rides, had appeared before 
fhe Committee with a scheme for a fixed duty of 40s. <on 
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all imported wheat, irrespective of the home price, and similar 
preposterous duties on all agricultural products. And, as 
secretary to the semi-official Board of Agriculture, he had 
organised in support of his scheme a large body of agricultural 
opinion. County meetings were being everywhere held to 
press it upon the Government; “Gaffer” Gooch, the chairman 
of the Agricultural Committee, and other county members, 
were hot in its favour. Cobbett had torn Webb Hall’s plan 
to tatters in his pamphlet. The Farmer^ s Friend, making it clear 
that a duty on imported wh<.at would do nothing to help the 
farmer. Tlie trouble was not that wheat was coming in from 
abroad ; for it was not, and could not at the prevailing prices, 
even under the existing law. The trouble was that the home- 
grown wheat, even in the absence of foreign competition, was 
not fetching a price that enabled the farmer to meet his out- 
goings. 

If Cobbett attacked Webb Hall, “Gaffer” Gooch, and the 
rest of the “Agriculturasses,” he was equally hot against the 
actual Report which the Agricultural Committee had presented 
to Parliament. The “agriculturasses,” finding themselves in a 
minority, deserted the sittings; and it was left for their 
opponents, headed by Huskisson and Ricardo, to draw up 
the Report. This was actually done mainly by Huskisson; 
and the Report rejected, as emphatically as Cobbett had done, 
the proposals of the protectionists. It did not go to the length 
of recommending free trade in corn, but put forward a tentative 
plan for an open trade with a low fixed rate of duty in sub- 
stitution for the Corn Law’s absolute prohibition of import 
as long as wheat stood at less than 80s. a quarter. This, how- 
ever, was not why Cobbett quarrelled with it. He attacked 
Huskisson and Ricardo as fiercely as Gooch and Webb Hall 
because their Report went out of its way to deily that Peel’s 
Bill and the consequent fall in prices were among the principal 
causes of the distress, and also denied that it could be largely 
attributed to the burden of high taxation and the swollen 
war debt. 

We see Cobbett then, in the earlier sections of Rural RideSy 
dealing out his blows impartially at the agriculturasses, who 
seem to him more fools than knaves, and at the economists, 
who seem far more knaves than fools. Positively, he con- 
tends that the root of the trouble lies neither in foreign com- 
petition nor in the inevitable disturbance of equilibrium 
following on the long war, but in the deflation of the currency 
by Peel’s Bill, in the colossal burden of the War Debt, and' the 
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standing charges for pensions, sinecures, the swollen army and 
navy, and the growing expenses of government. The remedy, 
therefore, is to be sought in domestic financial reform; and 
this in turn can be hoped for only through a Radical Reform 
of Parliament itself. Reform of Parliament is therefore the 
first thing; and this Reform must come from outside, through 
the pressure of mass opinion. 

In the “Rustic Harangues” which punctuate the early Rides, 
Cobbett is making his appeal chiefly to the farmers. He wants 
them to realise that the Corn Law is doing them no good, 
and that no Webb Hall amendment of it will remove their 
grievances. He appeals to them, with no small success, to 
turn Radical, and seek rather to reduce the burden of taxation 
than to raise the price of corn. To the landlords as well he 
appeals to realise that their interest is not truly at one with 
that of the fundholders and stock-jobbers of the great “Wen.” 
The landlords may hold blocks of National Debt, and join 
therefore in the cry that the nation must “keep faith with its 
creditors.” But this, Cobbett argues, will profit thepi little 
if the farmers are* ruined. For ruined farmers mean vacant 
farms and no rents, and the passing of power in the land from 
the old aristocracy to the “rag-rooks,” or paper-money m6n, 
who have grown fat through the “Pitt system.” “I told you 
so,” says Cobbett, not without satisfaction, whenever he 
records the sale of an old estate to one of the new gentry 
from the “Wen.” 

Such was the genesis of the first group of Rural Rides\ but 
the Rides themselves are very much more than the propa- 
gandist's tour which their origin suggests. Cobbett may have 
started out as a politician; he may have turned into a politician 
as soon as he saw a jail, or a barracks, or even a man to 
whom he could talk about politics; but he rode as a yeoman 
farmer, and still more as a passionate lover of England, the 
agricultural England of the South. It is impossible not to 
feel, as we go through England with Cobbett, that, though he 
had>set out to find proof of the things he had been writing in 
London, what he really cared about was the condition of the 
crops, whether this helped his case or not, and the look and 
feel of the countryside. It matters very little, to the arguments 
on cash payments, whether or not Mr. Pym has a very fine 
crop of mangel-wurzels; it matters even less that the water- 
meadows of Huntingdon are lovelier than those of Canter- 
bury, Gloucester, Winchester, Hereford, etc. ,But this is the 
information that Cobbett is continually concerned to give us. 
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Alexander Baring has spoilt Northington Down by planting 
his trees too big; Mr. Hicks Beach has hares in a field as 
thick as sheep; the Duke of Buckingham’s turnip-hoers are 
very pretty girls; there is the finest view in the world from 
Butser Hill in Hampshire; Mr. Montague has got the most 
ridiculous sham-gothic estate that ever was seen; and so on. 
None of these things has anything in the world to do with 
fundholders, or sinccurists, or rotten boroughs, or Edinburgh 
Reviewer s\ but they are the things that remain with one 
after a reading of Rural Rides. There is nothing in English 
which gives better than this book the sensation of starting 
out on a fresh summer day in glorious country, healthy and 
full of vigour, to do work which really needs to be done. 

It is, of course, true that on the page following one of these 
idyllic descriptions one finds, as often as not, a tirade, half 
as long again, against some “lying reptile,” who may be a 
Minister, an economist, a parson, a philanthropist, a banker, 
a newspaper editor, or Sir Francis Burdett. But in Rural 
Rides these vigorous ebullitions fit into their proper place; 
they are aroused by the sight of some object produced or 
caused by the “lying reptile” in question. Cobbett, h’kc 
Dickens (whom he resembles in many other points beside his 
tremendous popularity), made up his mind about a thing 
when he came up against it. When he saw something he dis- 
liked, he said so there and then — and was often apt to forget 
it until he saw it again. He sees a martello tower — ugly thing 
— and at once remembers Pitt and Melville and the scandal 
of the taxpayers’ money poured out on this ridiculous parody 
of a defence against Napoleon. His small boy innocently 
remarks on the pleasures of shooting, and is treated to a 
harangue about the evilf of London sportsmen who buy land 
for shooting only, don’t farm it properly, and demoralise the 
labourers. He visits Cheltenham, and finds it a horrid hole 
full of lazy pensioners. He passes near Gatton—GATTON! 
which once returned Wilberforce to Parliament — and his voice 
rises nearly to a scream as he meditates upon the scandal of 
the rotten boroughs. He sees a pauper on the roads, breaking 
stone while the com stands unreaped, and he curses impartially 
McAdam who invented the road-metal which enables nasty 
stock brokers to drive rapidly to places where no one wants 
them, and Sturges Bourne, whose Poor Law Acts — ^in essence 
an attempt to graft the principles of the New Poor Law on 
to the practice of the old-~are rapidly driving the, landless 
labourer to' despair. 
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It was not, however, always upon abuses that Cobbett’s eye 
fell. He was equally concerned to note pleasing and profitable 
devices, in particular any application of the farming principles 
of his hero, Jethro Tull, or of the new methods which he him- 
self had advocated. During his stay in America, he had made 
three discoveries which he confidently expected would revolu- 
tionise English farming; maize, which he called Cobbett’s 
Corn, the locust or acacia tree, and the making of straw plait 
from green grass. This last, in particular, he thought might 
be made a rural industry sufficient to rehabilitate the labourer. 
Previously, he had become very much interested in another 
crop, the Ruta Baga or “Radical Swede,” as he called it, 
the name best indicating his view of its functions. Through 
the Register he had spread the knowledge of straw plait and 
the cultivation of swedes, maize, and locust trees to hundreds 
of farmers and villagers; and at least one object of his Rides 
was to see how these pet crops of his were flourishing in 
different parts of the country. 

During the years which followed the issue of the Agricultural 
Report of 1821 opinion in the countryside was profoundly 
stirred. If many of the farmers followed the agriculturasses in 
the demand for still more stringent protection, many more 
followed Cobbett, who built up behind his personality a really 
big Radical movement led by the farmers themselves. The 
friends he goes to visit in the shires — the Palmers in Hereford- 
shire, the Clarkes in Norfolk, James Knowles at Thursley, 
William Budd at Burghclere, Joseph Blunt at Uphusband, and 
a host of others — are his lieutenants in this campaign. Its 
culminating point is the Norfolk movement of 1823, with its 
county petition, carried against the opposition of the local 
magnates, Coke of Norfolk and^he^odehouses, demanding 
Radical Reform and relief from taxation as the only means 
of curing the distress, and utging an “equitable adjustment” of 
the War Debt burden in accordance with the change in the 
value of money. 

This movement came to a head in 1823. It was then swept 
back by the passing prosperity of 1824, only to revive in a 
new form in the course of the financial and commercial crisis 
of 1825. In its revival, however, it is no longer a purely 
agricultural movement, merging itself rather in the wider 
agitation which led up to the great Reform struggle of 1830 
to 1832. 

The first group of Rural Rides, from the beginning of the 
book down to the Ride from Dover to the Wen in the late 
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summer of 1823, connect themselves naturally with the period 
of agricultural distress that has been described above. In 

1 824 Cobbett, busy on the instalments of his History of the 
Protestant Reformation^ and occupied with his political con- 
cerns in London, did not ride at all. But the distresses of 

1825 brought him forth again; and in that and the following 

year he pushed further afield, re-traversing his familiar country 
in and near Hampshire, but also passing on into Wiltshire, 
Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, and Worcestershire. These 
Rides are full of the renewed controversies over the currency 
and the Corn Laws. When Peel’s Act was passed in 1819, 
Cobbett had made his famous “Gridiron” prophecy that it 
could never be enforced without ruin. Thereafter, the Bank 
of England had, indeed, duly resumed cash payments, even 
before the appointed date; but Cobbett had maintained that 
his prophecy was justified when, in 1822, the country banks 
were specially permitted to continue the issue of one-pound 
notes; and he exulted again when, in the panic of 1825, the 
Bank of England had to have recourse to the old, withdrawn 
one-pound notes which were still lying in its cellars. In 1826, 
however, Parliament passed final sentence of death on the 
one-pound note; and. Cobbett found cause to reiterate his 
contention that the return to gold, without an “equitable 
adjustment” of the Debt, meant gross injustice to the farmers 
and to the labouring population. Equally, while he was 
against the Corn Law, he urged that it would be grossly unjust 
to repeal or modify it, as was then widely proposed, without 
relieving the farmer of the burden of high taxation. Huskisson, 
as the leading member of Canning’s Government in its handling 
of home affairs, pleased him no better now than Huskisson as 
the draftsman of the Agricultural Report of 1821. These two 
groups of Rides are both part of a single period in Cobbett’s 
life, though the emphasis varies slightly as between the two. 
But after 1826, there was a long period before he again went 
riding. ^ 

In 1827 he was busy with the move from his seed-farm at 
Kensington to his new farm ai Barn Elms, where there^was 
much land to be cleaned and put in order. In 1828, though 
he managed one solitary ride, he was occupied chiefly with 
his farm and ^ith the writing of Cobbetfs Corn and Advice to 
Young Men. Only in 1829, when these were done, did he 
set out on his third series of travels, riding out first into Sussex 
and then into Hertfordshire and the country north of London. 
And then, at the end of the year, he again broke new ground. 
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visiting Yorkshire, the Eastern counties, and the Midlands in 
an extensive tour which included much speaking to great 
audiences in the towns as well as in the countryside. 

These Rides of 1829-30 are, indeed, transitional. There is 
still much rural matter in them; but Cobbett was beginning to 
go more among the artisans and tradesmen of the Northern 
and Midland towns, where his strongest political following 
now lay, than among the labourers of his own Southern 
counties. The reason is evident. By 1829, the year of the 
Catholic Emancipation Act, the great political movement 
which was to force the Reform Act upon a wavering House of 
Commons and a violently hostile House of Lords had already 
gathered force enough to be evidently on the point of success. 
Great changes were clearly inevitable; but it was not yet clear 
what the nature of these changes was to be. Would the North 
follow the lead of the manufacturers and the “feelosofical 
villains” from over the border, and create a capitalist paradise 
of laisser-faire and the devil take the hindmost? Or would 
the workers, who were the real backbone of the agitation, 
succeed in carrying through a Reform that would strike at 
capitalists as well as landlords, at the new rich as well as 
at the old? 

In the heat of this contest for leadership of the Reform 
movement, a new and not always welcome shrillness creeps 
into Cobbett’s invective, which is more and more directed, not 
against the upholders of the old order, but against the rival 
prophets of the new. Brougham and Lord John Russell, the 
“cotton-lords” and the “Manchester men” and the tribe of 
Edinburgh Reviewers, become the chief objects of Cobbett’s 
animosity, sharing the distinction with old Radicals turned 
moderate with years, such as Sir Francis Burdett, and rival 
claimants to the leadership of the extreme Radicals, such as 
“Orator” Hunt. 

Radical doubts, however, still at that date centred round 
the question: Would Reform, when it came, be drastic enough? 
Would it really destroy the rotten boroughs, which in Cob- 
bett’s eyes were still the cornerstone of the Thing? Or would 
it merely throw a sop to the Reformers by removing a dozen 
or so of the worst cases, and giving their seats to Manchester 
and Birmingham? Cobbett had not yet realised in the spring 
of 1830 that Reform, on its destructive side, might be as 
drastic as he wished, and yet fail to bring about any of the 
results which he had desired and promised. But before twelve 
months were out realisation was rudely thrust upon him. 
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The Government of Lord Grey had hardly taken office before 
the ricks were blazing in the villages. 

Mr. and Mrs. Hammond, in their book The Village Labourer ^ 
have described that last despairing revolt of the starving 
labourers too fully and vividly for any additional account to 
be needed here. There are few more pathetic stories in 
English working-class history than that of these agricultural 
labourers, whose wages and doles from the poor law had been 
year by year so remorselessly cut down, seeing, in the fall 
of Wellington, a new faint gleam of hope, and, stimulated 
possibly by the accounts Cobbett was weekly publishing of 
the triumphant French Revolution of July, venturing to de- 
mand of their masters that Reform might bring them at least 
their two shillings a day, that the salaried Bumbles of the parish 
might cease to oppress them, and that the threshing machines, 
which took away their last chance of earning an extra shilling, 
might be broken up and removed. Mr. and Mrs. Hammond’s 
account, however, does not fully emphasise the extent of the 
riots. Their spectacular start in the South, and no less the spec- 
tacular way in which the southern landowners were revenged, 
has tended to concentrate the attention of both contemporary 
and later writers on Wiltshire, Hampshire, Sussex, and Kent; 
but the newspapers of 1830 show plainly that from Wales to 
Yorkshire the countrymen were aroused, and hoping. 

At Jhe beginning Cobbett seems to have in some measure 
shared their hopes. He disapproved of rick-burning as a 
means of agitation, and he was quite aware that, however 
much the labourers might seem to him to be justified, their 
choice of method would not endear them to the parsons and 
the landed gentry. He seems, however, to have thought at 
first that there was some chance that the Whigs would, for 
once, forget that they were landlords and remember that they 
were Reformers. “They are not a fierce crew of hard lawyers,” 
he says, trying to reassure himself, “such as we have seen in 
power before. The chief is a mild and kind man, very fond 
of his own family, and who is likely to make the case of the 
labourers his own. . . . Though Lord Melbourne did take 
part against us in 1817, he is not a ferocious fellow; he is a 
good-tempered man, and not inclined to be bloody. There is 
Lord Holland, who never gave his consent to an act of cruelty; 
and there is Lord Althorp, too, who has never dipped his 
hands in blood, nor crammed victims into the dungeon; and 
the Lord Chancellor [Brougham], with all his half-Scotch 
crotchets, has, at any rate, no blood about him *" — and he goes 
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on to say that he is sure he will not plead in vain before these 
men, as he pleaded in vain before Sidmouth and Castlereagh. 

might have believed this the more because of the singular 
lack of violence among the rioters. Ricks were burnt, 
machines broken, and unpopular overseers in some places 
run out of the parish; but not a single life was taken by the 
labourers in the whole course of the revolt, and very little 
personal violence shown. The “outrageous attack,” for which 
Henry Cook of Micheldever paid with his life, dealt Bingham 
Baring a thump on the head and seriously damaged his hat. 
Many of the farmers, conscious of the prevailing misery, which 
was doubly accentuated by the ferocity of the game laws, 
were openly sympathetic, and some, to their undoing, actually 
helped the labourers. 

But, as everyone knows, Cobbett’s confidence was misplaced. 
The Whig landowners were as scandalised as their Tory peers; 
and the Government shook in its shoes at the very tl^ught 
of seeming to sympathise with disaffection. Troops, sent to 
the areas of disturbance, soon scattered the unarmed village 
bands; and in the wake of the soldiers came the Special 
Commissions. The Indiscipline of the villagers was stamped 
out in blood; and as Home Secretary that “good-tempered 
man,” Melbourne, proved as inaccessible to pleas for mercy 
as ever Sidmouth could have been. Cook and Cooper were 
hanged; there were wholesale transportations and imprison- 
ments throughout the affected districts; and Denman, The 
Attorney-General (whose Radical past ought to have caused 
him some misgivings), added insult to injury by making false 
statements about the condemned men in the House of 
Commons. 

These labourers of the South were Cobbett’s own people. 
Many of them came from the neighbourhood of Botley, and 
Hurstbourne Tarrant, and the centres in Surrey, Sussex, and 
Hampshire from which he had made his most famous Rides, 
He had lived for many years among them ; and he knew and 
had denounced again and again the misery which was the 
cause of their revolt. Here was reason enough for hating the 
Whigs; but the, Whigs then proceeded to fill the cup of his 
resentment by trying to make him a scapegoat for the risings. 
On the evidence of the famous “confession” of Thomas 
Goodman, procured under very dubious circumstances by a 
few Sussex magistrates, Cobbett was charged with being the 
instigator of the revolts. The prosecution was probably forced 
on the Government, which would have been well advised to 
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let it alone; for Cobbett defended himself with so much vigour 
as virtually to turn the trial into an indictment of the 
Ministers; and, in the end, the jury disagreed, and he was 
discharged. But, fiasco as it was, it was enough to make 
it impossible for Cobbett ever again to trust the authors of 
the Reform Bill. Not nine months had elapsed since his 
commendation of the new Cabinet which we have quoted 
above; but already, in his defence, he is crying that if he is 
sent to “a loathsome dungeon, I will with my last breath 
pray to God to bless my country and curse the Whigs, and 
I bequeath my revenge to the children and labourers of 
England.” 

So ends the middle period of the Rides, There remain two 
groups: the Tour in Scotland^ undertaken in 1832, just after 
the passing of the Reform Act, and the Irtsh Tour of 1834. 
The Irish Tour is a pleasant piece of work on a small scale; 
the letters to Charles Marshall, Cobbett’s employee, of which 
it consists, are mainly descriptive of the fearful condition of 
the Irish poor, a condition which was so much a matter of 
common knowledge that it could hardly rouse even Cobbett’s 
political passions. There is, consequently, little “extraneous 
matter” in the Irish Tour; the New Poor Law of England, 
which he was furiously opposing throughout that year, hardly 
finds a mention. The Scottish Tour, on the other hand, is 
brimful of politics and political abuse, so much so that Cobbett 
sometimes seems to forget that he is touring at all. Some 
readers may find the Scottish Tour disappointing: they may 
observe that the style is deteriorating, that the habit of shrill 
invective seems to be growing on the author, and is wearisome; 
that there is far too little of that keen observation which made 
the earlier Rides a delight, and that no one could be enter- 
tained by long lists of signatories to “welcoming addresses” 
which all say much the same thing. To a certain extent, such 
criticisms would be justified. The Scottish Tour has these 
defects; but they are easily explained.. 

For the bitterness, some cause has already been given; but 
the causes had been increasing since 1830. After the Whigs 
had been shown up in their true colours, the one hope which 
remained to Cobbett was that the Reform Bill would produce 
a total change in the personnel of,Parliament, that the rotten 
boroughs would go, and the new constituencies send up streams 
of Radicals to break up the Thing. The rotten boroughs 
went; but it was at once evident that the new constituencies 
would do nothing of the kind. The franchise was extended. 
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not to the labourers and the factory workers, who had borne 
the burden and heat of the struggle, but to the middle classes; 
and the middle classes preferred Whigs to Radicals, unless 
they were extremely safe Radicals who wepe sound on the 
goose of property. In the struggle to secure nominations, 
Cobbett and Hunt and the extreme left were definitely worsted. 
Cobbett himself could indeed be fairly certain of a seat at 
Oldham as the colleague of Fielden, the Radical manufacturer. 
But at best he could hope for a very scanty following in the 
new Parliment. And at Manchester, which he was also con- 
testing as the nominee of the working-class Radicals against 
the middle-class Radicals of the Potter group, his chances 
of success were poor. 

It was at the height of this struggle that Cobbett went to 
l^otland; and, under the circumstances, he had ample excuse 
for feeling that he, of all Radical politicians, was alnostthe 
only one who had not betrayed the men who fought for 
him. The persecutors of the agricultural labourers had once 
been his allies; and now others of his allies — politicians, 
merchants, and journalists like “Radical Dick” Potter of 
Manchester, Edward Baines of Leeds, Macaulay and Poulett 
Thomson — were deliberately trying to shut the people out of 
Parliament. The new Parliament might not be a Parliament 
of placemen; but it might easily be a Parliament of “beastly 
Malthusians,” which pleased Cobbett no better. The manu- 
facturing interest was not likely to make an “equitable adjust- 
ment” of the Debt, or to repeal Peel’s Act. It might, indeed, 
amend the Poor Law; but the amended Poor Law would be a 
Benthamite Poor Law, worse even than that of Sturges Bourne. 
“They mean,” Cobbett had angrily prophesied in earlier years, 
“that Lopez should sit there for ever” — Lopez being the rich 
Jew who- was jailed for electoral corruption at Grampound. 
It seemed that the prophecy was coming true. In this mood 
of bitter disillusionment Cobbett went to Scotland. 

His actual observations are less interesting than in earlier 
Rides for a very simple reason. In journeying to Scotland, 
his way lay, not through meadows and cornlands, but through 
manufacturing towns; and Cobbett knew nothing and cared 
less about manufacture. “ I never like to see machines,” he 
said, “lest I should be tempted to endeavour to understand 
them.” He was not opposed to machinery — ^less so, perhaps, 
than he might have been had he understood it a little better. 
He looked upon machinery, when he thought about it at 
all; as a beneficent invention for producing goods with less 
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labour; and in that strain he had advised the journeymen in 
1816 to let the machines alone. But of the problems which 
the factory machines brought in their train he had literally no 
idea; he thought of himself as a semi-patriarchal farmer, and 
could not imagine an employer as anything but a semi- 
patriarchal master artisan. This lack of knowledge is very 
well brought out in his attitude to truck. He scoffed at 
Littleton’s attempt to legislate against truck, explaining that of 
course the employer always had paid and always must pay his 
workers partly in kind; he would not cheat them, because it 
was not in his interest to do so; if he did cheat them, it was 
the fault of the vile paper-money which reduced his own 
resources; nobody but a blind idiot would muzzle the ox 
that trod out the corn. He had no conception of the des- 
perate scramble for capital, in the early days, which sent 
all the ox’s gleanings, and often half his legitimate meals, 
back “into the business.” When he did come across a case 
of factory tyranny' he attacked it promptly, but he attacked 
it as an exception to the ordinary relations between master 
and man, due to the emergence of the new classes of coal lords 
and cotton lords and their unfair competition with the ordinary 
employer. In reality, alongside of the system which Cobbett 
knew and called the Thing, there was how growing up another 
system, equally strong and equally oppressive. But Cobbett 
was not Marx, and he never saw it. 

The same “farmer’s outlook” colours his attitude to 
education, about which he had an amusing correspondence 
with one of his northern supporters. In education of a sort 
— the sort by which he had developed his own talents — ^he 
had a profound faith; but he treated the whole middle-class 
movement for the education of the “lower orders” as a wicked 
device of Brougham’s to infect the workers with Whig prin- 
ciples (in which he was partly right); and he could not see 
why honest Radicals should lend themselves to it. Self- 
education and education of one’s own children he could under- 
stand, for he had experienced it; but proposals for general 
schooling he regarded much as a modern man would receive 
a suggestion that his old nurse was useless without a course 
of Pelmanism. Cobbett’s general views on industrial ques- 
tions were based on his old-fashioned view of the normal 
relation between master and man; and they were almost as 
inappropriate to the new problems of the industrial North as 
his attitude to education. If he were to be judged by the 
addl'ess to a carpenter on strike, which is printed in the 
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Register^ it would appear that the United Trades of Glasgow, 
who came to meet him with banners and addresses of welcome, 
can have got singularly little for their money. 

But this, of course, was not why they came to meet him, 
or why the Scottish Tour is full of congratulatory addresses 
and speeches and votes of thanks. This part of the Tour 
is simply a triumphal procession. When Cobbett set out for 
the North, the London Whig journals, secure in the victory 
of middle-class reformism, raised a howl of scorn at the old 
failure going out to see a miserable handful of his adherents. 
The great gatherings at Newcastle, at Glasgow, and at Edin- 
burgh, are Cobbett’s answer to the jeers; and he was entitled 
to his triumph if any man ever was. 

The United Trades did not pour out to hear Cobbett call 
“Mr. Owen of Lanark” a “beastly writer,” or even to listen 
to his views on education or Trade Unionism; they came to do 
honour to the man who, for close on thirty years of continuous 
agitation, had never ceased to uphold and defend the working 
man, and whose influence, as all contemporaries bear witness, 
had been the one thing that reactionary Governments chiefly 
feared. If Mr. Lansbury, who is Mr. Cobbett’s nearest 
parallel among modern politicians, were to come into any 
town or village in the Onitcd Kingdom which contained any 
working men, it would not matter particularly what he talked 
about, or whether he stood on his head or his heels; wherever 
it might be working men would turn out in a body to meet 
him. So, and- still more so, it was with Cobbett. The 
politicians of Westminster had thrust him out, and his subjects, 
like O’Connell’s in 1828, were still voteless; but when he went 
on his Tour he came into his kingdom. 

This Scottish Tour is of particular importance because it 
provides an answer to the question so frequently put: “Was 
William Cobbett a failure?” On a superficial glance there 
is much that seems like failure in his career. He achieved very 
little of what he aimed at; the Debt grew, the stock-jobbers 
waxed fatter and fatter, and England, after the Reform Act, 
plunged into a perfect orgy of Benthamism. Corruption in 
the Civil Service eventually ceased, but not until many years 
after his death ; the pensions paid to the heirs of Nelson con- 
tinue to this day; and the chopsticks, whom he loved best, 
descended further and further into want and had but little 
share in the mid- Victorian prosperity.. He did, indeed, taste 
the Reform of Parliament, but only to find it turn to dust 
and ashes in his mouth. He was never, himself, a success in 
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Parliament, partly because he was growing old and tired, but 
mainly because the Parliament of manufacturers and Free 
Traders was something very unlike the Parliament of his 
dreams. There are, it is true, splendid flashes of the old fire, 
as in his opposition to the New Poor Law — that triumph of 
the “feelosofers” — and his speech on the first great Factory 
Bill; but in the main it is a hobbled and disappointed Cobbett 
who speaks at Westminster. 

The disappointment was inevitable, because what Cobbett 
wanted was something which in the nature of events he could 
not possibly have. He did not, like Owen and the Chartists, 
want a New Moral World; he wanted his old world back 
again, his memory— idealised like most men’s early memories 
— of the England which he had known and loved before the 
great wars and the great factories came. Like the dispossessed 
Highland crofter of whom Mr. Buchan has written ‘in one of 
his books, he did not want compensation, he wanted restitution 
— of all things in the world the hardest to obtain. Had 
Cobbett lived in a Greek city-state, he would have been a 
far more successful politician, for what he desired can be 
almost entirely summed up in the programme of any Greek 
reformer, yrjs dvaSacr/xo? /cat acLoax^^la. He was really an 
agrarian tribune — the last of the line of Gracchus. But living 
in England of the Industrial Revolution, he was foredoomed 
to disappointment. 

But is disappointment necessarily the same as failure? The 
crowds who welcomed him in 1832 did not think so. They 
were not welcoming a failure, but a man who had succeeded, 
all through the time of oppression, in holding the working 
classes steadfastly to Reform, and in creating a movement of 
which the Governments — ^Whig as well as Tojy — were really 
afraid. In the strictest possible sense of the word, Cobbett, 
through the dark years, upheld the working-class. At a time 
when those who professed most sympathy with the labourer 
vied with his open enemies in telling him that he was a poor 
creature whose whole duty was to restrain his natural impulses 
and to be obedient and grateful to all set in authority over 
him, Cobbett, almost alone, told him that he was a man 
and that by holding up his head and bearing himself manfully 
he might gain a man’s inheritance. No oppression enraged 
him so much as the insidious propaganda which hinted that 
the labourer was not capable of knowing his own mind or 
of thinking for himself. ^ It is difficult for the twentieth-century 
reader, looking back on* the Trade Union movement of the 
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’forties struggling into existence in holes and corners, and 
upon Social -Democratic leaders haranguing uninterested knots 
from soap-boxes, to realise what a huge working-class following 
Cobbett had. At its height, the unstamped Register had a 
sale of sixty thousand copies, and most of these copies were 
read, not by a single working man, but aloud in working-class 
houses, clubs, and branches throughout the country. If to 
have inspired sixty thousand groups of people in the battle 
for Reform, to have kept sixty thousand groups from despair 
when everything seemed combined to oppress them, is failure, 
then, and only then, Cobbett may be held to have failed. 


ROBERT OWEN AND OWENISM 

Robert Owen, shop-boy and manufacturer, factory reformer 
and educationist. Socialist and Co-operative pioneer. Trade 
Union leader and secularist, founder of ideal communities and 
practical man of business, was something of a puzzle to his 
own generation, and is no less a puzzle to posterity. Surely 
no man ever founded so many movements, and yet had so 
simple and unvarying a body of ideas. Surely no man was 
ever at once so practical and so visionary, so lovable and so 
impossible to work with, so laughed at and yet so influential. 
And there are few men who are so much talked about, and 
whose works are so little read. 

There is a reason for this. Owen wrote voluminously, and 
often ill. He lived to be eighty-seven, and he was writing 
steadily up to the last weeks of his life. But of his later works, 
w^ch make up the great bulk of his writings, by far the larger 
part is valueless. Owen said what he had to say in his earlier 
books; his later works are merely more and more elaborate 
and prosy repetitions of his better writings. There is but one 
exception: his Life of himself, of which he completed only a 
first volume, is delightfully fresh and attractive — ^the best and 
most readable of all ]iis books, though it was published in his 
eighty-sixth year. It can best be read as a companion volume* 
to Us ^expository writings; for it gives Owen’s own version of 
the circumstances which attended their issue. 

With this one exception, all Owen*s later works can be 



ROBERT OWEN AND OWENISM 159 

disregarded, except by the specialist. Indeed, one volume, 
even one slender volume, is enough to contain all the best of 
Owen’s writings with the exception of his unfinished Auto- 
biography. And all that need be included in such a volume 
was issued within a space of eight years. The opening essay 
of the New View of Society appeared in 1813, and the Report 
to the County of Lanark in 1821. In these eight years Robert 
Owen made his essential contribution to human knowledge. 
And, incidentally out of his work during these years arose in 
Great Britain the two great movements of Socialism and 
Co-operation. 

In order to understand Owen’s doctrines aright, it is neces- 
sary to know something both of the man himself and of the 
circumstances in which his ideas were developed. Owen was 
born in 1771, and the years of his manhood coincided with the 
most critical years of the great social change which we call 
the “Industrial Revolution.” And his doctrines were above 
all designed as answers to the vast social and economic 
problems which the Industrial Revolution had raised up. 

Let us begin with the man himself. Robert Owen was born 
in Newtown, Montgomeryshire, in Central Wales,, on the 
Upper Severn. His father was a saddler and ironmonger, and 
also the local postmaster. Owen was a weakly boy, much 
given to introspection, but intelligent beyond his fellows. He 
was only seven years old when he became a sort of pupil - 
teacher in the local school. At nine, he left school and began 
work as shop-boy in a neighbour’s shop. At ten, after a brief 
visit to London, he was apprenticed to a draper in good 
business at Stamford in Lincolnshire. There he remained 
three years, and then became assistant at a draper’s in London. 
A year later he migrated to Manchester, and for four ycai’s 
was assistant there in a good drapery hou^. Then, at 
eighteen, his chance came, and the boy set up in business for 
himself. 

Manchester, which was to be the scene of Owen’s first 
considerable successes, was then at the height of a great and 
rapid industrial transformation. The great inventions of 
Hargreaves, Arkwright, and Crompton were in process of 
revolutionising the methods of cotton manufacture, and new 
factories for preparing, roving and spinning the cotton were 
springing up right and left. It was a time when great fortunes 
were to be made by the fortunate and the adventurous; and 
young Owen seized his chance. He began business for him- 
sdf, with a borrowed hundred pounds, in partnership with a 
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mechanic who knew how to make certain of the new machines. 
Before long his partner left him, in search of a better-equipped 
colleague, and Owen was left on his own. No longer able 
to make machines, he set out to use those which remained 
in his hands. He succeeded; but within a few months a 
better chance came his way. The position of manager to one 
of the largest and best-equipped spinning mills in Lancashire 
fell vacant, and Owen, still under twenty, was appointed, at a 
salary of three hundred a year — a handsome remuneration in 
those days. At twenty he found himself in full charge of a 
factory in which five hundred workers were employed. 

Again Owen made good. The products of his factory 
became well known for excellence in the trade, not only in 
Manchester but as far away as Glasgow. His employer, a 
Mr. Drinkwater, offered him a partnership; but difficulties 
arose, and instead Owen entered into partnership with two 
younger men who were starting a new company for the manu- 
facture of yarn. He remained for some years in sole control 
of the new mill, and then t)n behalf of his company acquired 
from David Dale, whose daughter he soon afterwards married, 
the famous New Lanark Mills, the largest and best equipped 
spinning mills in Scotland. 

This bald summary does far less than justice to the romance 
of Owen’s early career. Every episode in it was an adventure, 
through' which he climbed steadily to a further success. At 
twenty-eight, when he became managing partner in the New 
Lanark establishment, Owen was already a wealthy manu- 
facturer according to the standards of the times, and bade 
fair to be before long very wealthy indeed. 

Owen was by now well known as a successful business man; 
but, beyond a small circle of friends, that was his only claim 
to ^stinction. He had, indeed, as a leading member of the 
Manchester Literary and Philosophic Society, given utterance 
to some peculiar opinions on the subject of religion and the 
formation of character; but these did not appear to possess 
any special significance in relation to his business. Only when 
he was established ^t New Lanark did it appear that he was 
aiming at something very much bigger than mere money- 
making or business success. 

Owen remained at New Lanark for more than a quarter 
of a century. He made of it not only a most successful com- 
mercial establishment, but a show place which visitors came 
from all over the world to see. Through all the successive 
partnerships in which he was associated— and he quarrelled 
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with ,each group of partners in turn because they would not 
give him full freedom to follow out his ideas — ^he aimed at 
making New Lanark, not merely an efiOcient factory, but a 
well -governed human community based on his ideals. The 
manufacturer of those days — especially when his factory stood 
in an isolated place — ^had a tremendous hold over his em- 
ployees. The houses in which they lived, the shops at which 
they bought their provisions, the entire village as well as the 
factory belonged to the employer, who gathered together his 
force of labourers from far and near, and could rule over them 
as a benevolent or malevolent despot. Owen had a high idea 
of the duties Which this vast power entailed. In his view, 
the employer had no right merely to treat his employees as a 
means to profit. It was his duty to ensure to them all the 
means of good living — to pay good wages, to avoid unreason^ 
ably long hours of work, to provide good houses and good 
food and clothing at reasonable prices, to make the factory 
village a sanitary and a pleasant place, and, above all, to 
ensure to the children, whether employed in the factory or 
not, the best education that sympathy and knowledge could 
place at their command. In his later partnerships, when he 
was in a position to make his own terms, Owen strictly limited 
the reward of capital to a fixed amount, and insisted that 
all surplus profits should be applied to the provision of com- 
munal services on the employees’ behalf. 

At New Lanark, Owen paid better wages, worked shorter 
hours, and gave infinitely better conditions than most of his 
competitors. He abolished all “pauper apprentice” labour 
immediately on assuming control, and refused to employ 
children at less than ten years of age when others were freely 
working them intolerably long hotirs at less than six years 
old. And yet he had no difficulty in making the factory pay, 
despite the large sums he was constantly spending on all 
manner of improvements and amenities. In short, he gave an 
astonishingly convincing demonstration of what later genera* 
tions have called the “economy of high wages,” at a time 
when appalling under -payment and over-work were almost 
everywhere regarded as the indispensable conditions of 
commercial success. 

Owen’s earlier writings, such as the New View of Society and 
the Address to the Inhabitants of New Lanark^ reflect this 
phase of his career. And they make it clear that there was 
already a quite definite theory behind his activities. He did 
what he did because he believed that in no other way could 
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the foundations of a reasonable social order be truly laid. 
His main purpose, he insisted throughout, was educational. 
There was no way of making good citizens except by educating 
men and women so as to make them such. And there was no 
way of so educating them save by providing an environment 
in which their better natures would be encouraged to grow, 
and body and mind together be well cared for and trained in 
right habits and ways of living. 

Man’s character is made for, and not by, him,” Owen 
was never weary of proclaiming; and his whole system at 
New Lanark was based on this belief. What appalled him 
about the new “manufacturing system” was not only its 
inhumanity, but also that it seemed to him to result in a per- 
version of the characters of those who were subjected to its 
rule. What chance had the child, forced into the factory 
at a tender age and there remorselessly compelled to labour 
under rigid discipline for the profits of others, of becoming 
a good citizen? What sort of civic virtues was the rule of 
unlimited competition and “devil take the hindmost” likely 
to breed up in both master and man? The child should not 
labour at all until it had been thoroughly grounded by educa- 
tion in right social principles. When it did go to work, 
the labour must be suited to its years, and animated by a 
social, instead of a competitive, motive. And education, while 
it must begin with the child, must not stop with the child; 
it must continue throughout life. Above all, a man’s occupa- 
tion has so strong an influence on his character that, if the 
factory is wrongly organised so as to appeal to the wrong 
motives in men, the whole of society will be poisoned by it. 

It is important to understand exactly what Owen meant by 
his view of human character. He did not mean, as some 
people have supposed, that man’s individuality has no real 
existence, or that the individual is merely the result of the 
circumstances in which he has been placed. On the contrary, 
be insisted strongly on the importance of individuality and on 
the large differences between one man and another, and made 
these differences in individuality an essential foundation of 
the system of education which he established at New Lanark. 
He held, however, that each individual would react in a 
different way according to the environment in which he was 
placed, and that, in particular, m:n’s social and ethical ideas 
— what, in effect, he meant by their “character” — were taken 
by them from the environment and the social and economic 
institutions under which they lived. Accordingly, he held that 
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the evils which existed in the world of his own day, the 
competition between man and man which he regarded as the 
root" of social antagonisms, and the competition between 
country and country which prevented concerted effort to 
develop the resources of the whole world in the common 
interests of its inhabitants, were the result of evil social institu- 
tions, including wrong traditional doctrines, and could be 
eradicated by a change in these institutions, including a chilnge 
in men’s beliefs. In particular he thought that the doctrine 
of individual responsibility, preached by the Churches, was a 
powerful influence in perpetuating social evils, because it led 
men to impute social misfortunes to individual sinfulness 
rather than to faulty social arrangements. This was the basis 
of his famous denunciation of all existing religions^and of 
his attempt to create a new rational religion based on the 
denial of man’s individual responsibility and the recagnition 
that men’s characters are formed for them and not by them. 
On this foundation too^ he built up his system of education 
at New Lanark, and on the same principle the Owenites 
founded at a later period the numerous educational experiments 
which they carried on throughout the country in their Halls 
of Science. 

Owen, then, set out to find a new basis for society in place 
of the existing competitive system, with the idea of estab- 
lishing a set of social institutions on the basis of which men 
and nations would be brought to live in harmony one with 
another, and taught from infancy the moral doctrine of social 
co-operation. This was for him the significance of the Villages 
of Co-operation which, largely on the model of his own experi- 
ment at New Lanark, he proposed everywhere to establish. 
For he held that, if the basic unit of society came to be a 
small co-operative group working not for individual profit but 
for common service, this would effect a fundamental change 
in men’s character and remove all danger of class rivalries 
within communities, or of war and competition between one 
community and another. 

Although Owen ranks as the pioneer of the Co-operative 
Movement, he had little interest in consumers’ co-operation as 
such. Indeed, at the outset the consumers’ co-operative stores 
which grew up under the influence of his ideas, such as the 
famous Toad Lane Store of the Rochdale Pioneers of 1844, 
did not regard the retailing of goods on a non-profit-making 
basis as an end in itself, but only as a preparatory step towards 
the building-up among the members of a system of co-operative 
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production and self-employment which would get rid of com- 
petition and thp need for a separate employing class. The 
declared object, for example, of the Rochdale Pioneers, when 
they founded their store, was not shopkeeping on a mutual 
basis, but the building-up of a collective fund which could 
be subsequently used for co-operative production and ulti- 
mately for the establishment of an Owenite Co-operative 
Community. 

These ideas of Owen’s bear certain marked resemblances to 
the theory on which (he Communists of the Soviet Union have 
been working of late in their plans of industrialisation, and 
above all in their intensive efforts to bring about the socialisa- 
tion of agriculture. For the Russian experiment is not only, 
or even at bottom mainly, an attempt to raise the material 
standard of living of the Russian people, but far more an 
attempt to change the basis of men’s thought by bringing 
them under the influence of a different social and economic 
environment. The Russians want, as.Owen wanted, gradually 
to abolish the difference between town and country and the 
difference between industrial and agricultural conditions. 
They want to industrialise and collectivise agriculture because 
they believe that only by causing the peasants, as well as the 
industrial workers, to live in an environment of collective 
institutions based on co-operative rather than competitive 
principles can they hope to bring into existence a mental con- 
dition consistent with the successful functioning of a Com- 
munist community. In other words, they, like Owen, believe 
that man’s “character,” in the Owenite sense, is made for 
him and not by him, as the product of his social and economic 
environment. This doctrine, commonly regarded as distinc- 
tively Marxian, is in effect Owenite, and it is impossible to 
doubt that Marx, though he regarded Owen as a “Utopian” 
Socialist j owed far more to him in the formulation of the 
Materialist Conception of History than has generally been 
admitted. Owen, in this as in other respects, deserves much 
more- credit than he has ever received as the true progenitor 
of modern Socialist ideas. 

It can, no doubt, be urged that this root idea of Owenism 
concerning the influence of environment upon character was 
not original, and that Owen himself may have derived it largely 
from Godwin, who in turn was Influenced by such eighteenth- 
century .rationalists as d’Holbach and liD^vetius* This is 
doubtless true, but the fact remains that OweU' was ^ 
pfOKHS deOnitdy toliok up tfais 
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with economic conditions, and particularly with the new 
industrial system which was coming into existence in his day, 
and that he anticipated Marx in urging that the problems of 
the new industrialism demanded a co-operative rather than a 
competitive solution and accordingly a radical change from 
competition to co-operation as the basis of social institutions. 

Owen lived on until 1858, and in his last years when his 
powers were failing became involved in spiritualist experiments. 
He had in fact finished his constructive work long before these 
later mental meanderings set in. His real importance to his- 
tory is that, as an employer, he was the first man to demon- 
strate clearly the advantages of good wages and conditions 
and a pleasant hygienic factory environment; that, as an 
educationist, he was in many respects a pioneer of new methods 
which are only now beginning to find substantial recognition, 
especially in his insistence on the inadequacy of mere book 
teaching and the necessity of an appeal to the eye and ear 
of the child and on the immense formative importance of 
the earliest years of life; and, finally, that, as a Socialist and 
Co-operative thinker, he was the first person to formulate in 
the light of the new industrialism a doctrine plainly relating 
the possibilities of social and economic improvement to the 
material and mental environment in which men had to live, 
and to urge the necessity of a complete transformation of the 
social system based on the essentially co-operative character 
of modern large-scale processes of production. 

We may think that, in the New View of Society, Owen pushed 
his view of the effect of environment on character too far. 
But it can hardly be disputed that, in the circumstances of 
his own time, his insistence on it was wholly salutary. Owen’s 
contemporaries were for the most part acting on very different 
principles — ^treating the acquisition of wealth as the highest 
good, and justifying the most ruthless exploitation of labour 
by an appeal to that standard. By insisting that the acquisition 
of wealth on such terms might mean the destruction of men, 
Owen put forward a different ideal, and became the pioneer 
of new views both of education and of factory management. 

By common consent, the schools at New Lanark were 
pronounced the outstanding success of that astonishing factory. 
Both in ideas of education and in their practical working out 
Owen was far ahead of his time. He saw at once the inade- 
quacy of Lancaster’s monitorial system, and insisted that the 
first aim of education must be not to cram the memory but 
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especially in their appeal to the younger children, and the 
place of dancing, of physical exercises, of appeals to eye and 
ear in any sensible system of education. He trained his own 
teachers in his own methods, and raised up a host of disciples 
in his faith. And, above all, he realised that a tired mind 
cannot learn, and that long hours of toil are incompatible 
with the making of good citizens. 

, In all his work at New Lanark, Owen was doubtless very 
much the benevolent autocrat, whose word all men in his 
village were bound to obey. And, as he came to wish to 
apply'his doctrines over a sphere wider than his own factory, 
he l^gan to visualise a world made in the image of New 
Lanark. He had done wonders. Why should not others do 
as much? His employees were orderly, prosperous and happy. 
Why should other employers complain of the turbulence, 
laziness, drunkenness of their workers? Why should there be 
so much misery in the world? Need there be any misery at 
all, if the world would but follow his example? 

So Owen became gradually the leader of a crusade. For 
more than twelve years after his coming to New Lanark he 
worked away quietly, testing his theories and gradually proving 
their soundness. Then he set to work to convert others. His 
New View of Society was his first effort at propaganda of his 
views. For it seemed to him that if he could but convince 
the world of his doctrine concerning the formation of character, 
everything else would follow as a matter of course. If the 
world knew that man's character is formed for, and not 
by, him," it would cease to blame the poor for being what 
they were, and would set out to provide an environment in 
which they would speedily become, as the workers at New 
Lanark were becoming under his guidance, industrious, pros- 
perous, good and happy. It would cease to blame the poor 
for their condition, and would take the obvious steps necessary 
to improve it. 

Side by side with this wider crusade, Owen set on foot 
another. He began to work hard for a Factory Act which, 
would prohibit the labour of young children, regulate hours of 
work, and set up a State system of factory inspection. Owen 
was the great pioneer of the movement for factory reform. 
Principally to his initiative the first Factory Act— that of 1819 
—was due, though he repudiated it as falling far short of 
what he held to be both just and expedient. 

Owen was engaged in this double crusade when the ending 
of the Napoleonic wars ushered in a period of intense 
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unemployment and economic crisis. ‘'On the day the peace 
was signed,” he wrote, “the great customer of the producers 
died.” Everywhere trade stagnated, thousands were flung out 
of work, wages came tumbling down. Soon there were 
throughout the country mutterings of discontent from the 
starving operatives; and before long the mutterings swelled 
to a mighty clamour. The workers were driven in masses to 
the Poor Law for support; and the parishes, appalled at the 
heavy rates, barely kept them from sheer mass starvation. 
The workers cried out for the Reform of Parliament as a 
means to the redress of their grievances; the Government, 
fearing revolution, retaliated with the “Pcterloo” massacre, the 
Six Acts of 1819, and a general campaign of repression. 

To Owen, meanwhile, it seemed as if the world had gone 
mad. He had no belief in political reform as a means to 
the remedying of economic grievances; bu^the repression of 
the workers seemed to him utterly beside the point. The thing 
to do was to remove the causes of distress, instead of tinkering 
with its effects. As early as 1816 he developed, with this end 
in view, the first outline of his famous “Plan,” the germ of 
Socialism and of Co-operation, but in its first inception essen- 
tially a practical scheme for relieving the economic distress 
of the years immediately after the war. 

The gist of Owen’s plan can be very shortly stated. He 
proposed that, instead of paying out doles, the Government 
should employ the poor in “Villages of Co-operation” 
modelled on his own establishment at New Lanark and, like 
it, essentially centres of social life and rational education as 
well as of productive activity. These “Villages,” Owen sug- 
gested, should be in the main self-supporting. They should be 
agricultural as well as industrial, and should raise the produce 
needed for their own consumption, exchanging their surplus 
products of different kinds one with another. As they would 
be based on rational principles of education, they would not 
compete but co-operate one with another, and their aim would 
be as much to train good citizens as to relieve the necessities 
of the poor. If this were done, Owen argued, the need for 
poor rates would speedily dijsappear, and, by the same token, 
the foundations of a new and better social order fori^the 
whole community would speedily be laid. 

This is the “Plan” which, with minor variations, is ex- 
pounded in many of Owen’s writings, but most fully and 
maturely in the Report to- the County of Lanark, As Owen 
expounded it, the conception of it broadened out in his mind. 



168 PERSONS AND PERIODS 

He began by preaching it as a cure for unemployment; but 
soon he was putting it forward as a complete and immediately 
practicable social Utopia, destined speedily to sweep away 
capitalism and the competitive system, and to inaugurate for 
aU the world a new era of peace and brotherhood based on a 
rational idea of the formation and development of human 
character under the influence of environment. “Any character 
from the best to the worst, from the most ignorant to the 
most enlightened, may be given to any community, even to 
the world at large^ by applying certain means, which are to a 
great extent at the command, and under the control, or easily 
made so, of those who possess the government of nations.” 
So Owen had written in his New View of Society; and in his 
“Plan” he was proposing the actual means by which the 
great change might be brought about. 

There was, at iJie outset, nothing “Radical” or democratic 
in Owen’s conception. He appealed for its execution to the 
Tory Government and the Unreformed Parliament. He 
enlisted for a time the respectful interest of Lord Sidmouth, 
the Tory Home Secretary and noted persecutor of Radicals. 
His projects were blessed by the Archbishop of Canterbury, 
and supported by the Duke of Kent. David Ricardo and other 
noted economists sat on a committee pledged to further his 
‘‘Plan.” As the famous and successful manufacturer of New 
Lanark, he received a respectful hearing in high quarters. 
But it was ‘one thing to listen, and another to act; and, as 
the cries of distress and anger among the poor grew louder, 
the Government and the Parliament turned more and more 
from considering ways of relieving distress to taking measures 
for the suppression of disturbance and riot. Owen found 
himself less and less respectfully received; he made up his 
mind to appeal from the Government to the general public. 

This wider appeal is embodied in the Addresses and Mani- 
festoes which Owen poured out one after another during the 
troublous years after 1815. In one of them occurs Owen’s 
famous denunciation of all established religions as inveterate 
foes to the progress of mankind. There was nothing par- 
ticularly novel in this declaration, save its outspokenness. 
All the religions, Owen held, treated man as a responsible 
agent — ^responsible for his own misdoings, whereas his faults 
of character and his sins were really the products of his environ- 
ment and could be washed away by a better moral and 
physical education. Owen had been preaching this doctrine 
for years, though he had never before declared so plainly his 
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ostility to the Churches. But it was largely as a stick where- 
dth to beat his growingly unpopular social doctrines that the 
smark was seized upon, and quoted against him in every 
ccent of horrified surprise. Owen suddenly ceased to be 
sspectable; and, though some of his highly placed friends 
tood by him for a time, yet from the date of this declaration 
is main appeal was made in effect to the working class. 

Indeed, it became clear within a few years that a section of 
he workers was almost alone in taking Owen seriously. For 
time he had still a following among the middle and profes- 
ional classes, and produced for their consumption successive 
laborations of his “Plan,” culminating in the famous Report 
0 the County of Lanark. But gradually, in despair of seeing 
ny practical outcome of his labours in Great Britain, he 
onceived the idea of trying^ out his schemes in the more 
ongenial, because less contaminated, air of the New World, 
n 1824 Owen left for the United States, and there, the following 
ear, he founded the Co-operative Community of New 
larmony. 

The story of that failure has been often told. How the 
ettlers, a motley band of enthusiasts and adventurers of every 
ort, fell out among themselves, how the parent community 
iroke into several lesser communities, how finally the com- 
nunal basis of settlement was given up, and New Harmony 
elapsed into a successful pioneer town based on individual 
enure, and how Owen, having sunk his whole fortune in 
he venture, emerged poor but not discouraged from its col- 
apse, cannot here be described. It is enough to say that 
a 1829 Owen returned to Great Britain to find that the face 
»f the world had greatly changed in his absence. 

For now Owenism had attracted a new body of disciples, 
nd these were chiefly found among the most intelligent 
saders of the working class. The Combination Acts had been 
epealed in 1824, and a rapid growth of Trade Unionism had 
mmediately followed. The great political uprising which 
ulminated in the Reform Act of 1832 was nearing its height; 
>ut the workers were organising for industrial protection as 
/ell as for political agitation. There had begun too among 
hie workers a growth of little Co-operative Societies and stores 
or mutual trading, explicitly based on Owen’s teaching, 9,nd 
Bgarding themselves as forerunners of purely working-class 
Villages of Co-operation” to be founded when the surplus 
unds accumulated through mutual trade grew large enough 
or so ambitious a venture. 
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After a momentary hesitation, Owen, who had by this time 
severed his connection with New Lanark and ceased to be 
an employer of labour, put himself at the head of the move- 
ment. All over the country his disciples set to work to 
bring the Trade Unions and other working-class bodies over 
to their way of thinking. John Doherty, the great Trade 
Union leader of the North and secretary of the Spinners, was 
a convinced Owenite. One after another, the Unions were 
converted: there was a rapid growth of Co-operative Stores, 
and many Unions set on foot Producers’ Co-operative Societies 
of their own. 

The Operative Builders’ Union, the most powerful of the 
new Trade Unions which had sprung up during the excitements 
of the preceding years, went over completely to Owenism after 
Owen himself had addressed its national conference, ambiti- 
ously styled the “Builders’ Parliament.” Plans were made for 
basing on the Union a Grand National Guild of Builders, 
which was to dispense altogether with employers and new- 
fangled “building contractors,” and to take the entire industry 
into its own hands. Moreover, in order to provide a market 
for the rapidly growing number of Producers’ Co-operative 
Societies, or “Union Shops,” Owen founded in 1832 his 
National Equitable Labour Exchange, of which branches were 
speedily opened in Birmingham, Liverpool, and Glasgow, as 
well as London. In these Exchanges, Owen’s principle of 
“labour value,” as expounded in his Report to the County of 
Lanark, was to be put into practice, and goods were to be 
exchanged for goods between the various groups of producers 
by means of “labour notes” standing for definite amounts of 
“labour time” embodied in each commodity. 

Till the end of 1 832 the preoccupation of the main body of 
the workers with the Reform struggle had delayed the growth 
of the movement. But thereafter disillusionment with the 
fruits of the political agitation, which had enfranchised the 
middle classes and left the workers voteless, had brought fresh 
recruits thronging into the Trade Unions and Owenite Societies. 
Political means having failed, the workers were minded to try 
Trade Unionism and Co-operation as the roads to social 
emancipation. By 1833 Owen found himself at the head of a 
huge working-class movement eagerly demanding a lead. 

ft was at this stage that most of the numerous Trade Unions 
which had come into being were organised under Owen’s 
leadership into a Grand National Consolidated Trades Union 
with an Owenite programme. A little later, in the North, 
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the Owenites, through the National Regeneration Society, 
placed themselves at the head of a movement for factory 
reform and the eight-hour day, which they set out to secure 
not by legislation but by industrial action. The Grand 
National Consolidated Trades Union at the height of its in- 
Suence in 1834 is said to have had over half a million members, 
and another half million are said to have been enrolled in 
Unions, such as the Builders’ Union, which were working in 
association with it. 

The Grand National Consolidated Trades Union, known 
to its contemporaries as the Trades Union, speedily came to 
be feared as a vast and potentially revolutionary uprising of 
the working class. For a while Owen dreamed great dreams. 
In 1816 it had seemed to him that, if only his ‘’Plan” were 
adopted, the whole face of the world could be at once changed. 
The failure of New Harmony had not taught him to moderate 
his hopes; he had become steadily more Utopian and millennial 
as he grew older. Now, he proclaimed to the workers that 
by their might and rationality there should come speedily a 
great change by which all misery and poverty would at once 
be swept away. 

How rapidly this great movement crumbled students of the 
history of the Trade Union movement are well aware. The 
Owenites had projected a General Strike, to be followed by 
the sudden and complete institution of the new Co-operative 
system which Owen had preached. But in fact the “Trades 
Union,” as it was commonly called, soon found itself involved 
in a large number of sectional disputes, mostly lock-outs 
declared by employers who refused to employ anyone who 
admitted membership of the “Trades Union.” Moreover, the 
trial and transportation for the administration of unlawful 
oaths of the Dorchester labourers who had formed a branch 
of the “Trades Union” indicated the readiness of the Govern- 
ment to go to all lengths in repressing the new movement. 
Under these blows the “Trades Union” rapidly crumbled 
away, and in the summer of 1834 Owen, realising its failure, 
decreed its dissolution. Thereafter Owen played little direct 
part in the fortunes of the organised working-class movement. 
For the rest of his life he devoted the whole of his energies 
to a social propaganda which became more and more ethical 
and rationalistic rather than directly political and industrial. 

Within a year of its formation, the great Trades Union was 
shattered into a thousand fragments, and Owen had ceased to 
be the leader of the British working class. Within two years 
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more, a new political agitation — the Chartist Movement — was 
arising, and the great Trade Union struggle of 1834 was no 
more than a memory. 

Owenism, however, did not die. From one stream of 
Owenite influence sprang the modern Co-operative Movement; 
another went on to give birth to the Secularist agitation. Owen 
himself, turning mpre and more from reformer to prophet, 
became the apostle of a “Rational Religion” which was the 
forerunner of the modern Ethical movement. For more than 
twenty years longer he poured out books, pamphlets and 
magazines in an endless stream, and a body of faithful disciples 
continued to spread his gospel. But he was already an old 
man when the great Trades Union collapsed; and his 4ater 
work was no more than a repetition of his earlier writings. 
The new Co-operative Colony, Queen wood, or Harmony Hall, 
which he founded in Hampshire in 1839, only repeated the 
failure of New Harmony in the ’twenties. Owen’s real work 
was over in 1834. 

I began by calling Robert Owen something of a puzzle. 
Leslie Stephen called him “one of those bores who are the 
salt of the earth.” He was essentially a man of one idea, 
which he preached tirelessly, in and out of season, through 
the whole of his public life. In pursuit of this idea, practical 
biisiness man though he had been, he lost all sense of the 
difference between conception and accomplishment. The 
millennium seemed to him always just round the next corner; 
he was endlessly and fatuously hopeful and sure of success. 
He aimed constantly at the impossible, and was never in the 
least deterred by failure from aiming at it again. Consequently 
he became, despite his early and outstanding successes, an 
exceedingly bad leader of men. He was, moreover, more than 
a little autocratic in his ways — a habit bred in him by his 
position of unquestioned command at New Lanark, and con- 
firmed by his unswerving and absolute assurance of being on 
all occasions perfectly right. 

This sounds an unlovable picture; and yet, by the general 
testimony of those who knew him, Owen was a most lovable 
man. He was utterly without taint of self-seeking, a real and 
feeling lover of his fellow men, an unfailing favourite with 
children. His own children loved him very dearly, and were 
ardent disciples of his doctrine. Perhaps* the easiest answer to 
the riddle of his personality is that he was a little mad. 

If there arc grave faults to be found with Owen’s practical 
qualities of leadership, and many failures to his record, few 
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men of the nineteenth century have more solid achievements 
to their credit. It was a very great thing to have demonstrated, 
as he did in the worst days of the Industrial Revolution, that 
low wages, long hours, and bad conditions of labour were 
not the indispensable foundations of Britain’s greatness. It 
was a line thing to have realised the need for a liberalising 
education as the basis of a rational citizenship at a time when 
the Lancasterian monitorial system was regarded as the last 
word in progressive education for the poor. And it was a 
fine thing to have spoken, even for the time in vain, a word 
of hope and promise to the unfortunate victims of the Indus- 
trial Revolution, and to have set them building up their Trade 
Unions and their Co-operative Societies with a new vision of 
self-government and freedom before their eyes. Long before 
Carlyle or Ruskin, Owen looked upon the new world which 
the “Manchester School” was making, and called it “evil”; 
and his calling it so was the more remarkable because he was 
himself one of the most successful learners in that school. 
But Owen was greatest because he not only revolted against 
the horrors of the Industrial Revolution, but also sought a 
constructive way of escape. His Co-operative Colonies and 
his great Trades Union alike failed; but he laid the foundations 
on which a-later generation was better able to build. Few men 
have exerted a wider or more beneficent influence; and none 
has been more whole-hearted in the service of his faith. 



NOTE 


A NUMBER of the studies included in this volume have been 
previously published, though in most cases they have been 
revised, and in some completely rewritten, before republi- 
cation. Daniel Defoe appeared in a volume entitled 
From Anne to Victoria^ edited by Bonamy Dobree, and 
published by Messrs. Cassell. Defoe’s England is based 
on my Introduction to the edition of Defoe’s Tour Through 
the Whole Island of Great Britain published by Mr. Peter 
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reprinted from Johnson's England (Oxford University 
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of it for an article in the Fortnightly Review, Roads, 
Rivers, and Canals is new. A Study in Legal 
Repression is also largely new; but a section of it 
appeared as a chapter in The Martyrs of Tolpuddle^ the 
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in 1934. William Cobbett was published in Great 
Democrats (Ivor Nicholson & Watson). Rural Rides is 
taken from the Peter Davies edition of Cobbett’s Rural 
Rides, for which I was responsible jointly with my wife. 
This study is the joint work of the two editors. Robert 
Owen and Owenism incorporates my Introduction to 
Ow'cn’s New View of Society, in Everyman’s Library 
(Dent), but has been a good deal enlarged. 
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